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PRAISE FOR THE GIRL WITH GHOST EYES

“The Girl with Ghost Eyes is a fun, fun read. Martial arts and Asian magic set in Old San Francisco make for a fresh take on urban fantasy, a wonderful story that kept me up late to finish.”

—#1 New York Times bestselling author Patricia Briggs

“A brilliant tale of magic, monsters, and kung fu in the San Francisco Chinatown of 1898 . . . This fantastic tale smoothly mixes Hong Kong cinema with urban fantasy, and Li-lin is a splendid protagonist whose cleverness and bravura will leave readers eager for her future adventures.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review

“Boroson’s writing is both lyrical and captivating . . . This is a thrilling adventure through historical Chinatown, and an exquisite blend of history and myth set in a spirit-world you’ll never forget.”

—Rob Thurman, New York Times bestselling author

“An impressive first novel set in a beautifully realized world of Daoism and martial arts . . . One of those books you can’t wait to get back to.”

—Lian Hearn, author of the international bestselling Tales of the Otori series

“Packed with evocative imagery of the multitudes of spirits lurking just out of sight. Li-lin is a strong, determined character, but Boroson doesn’t make her wildly anachronistic for her time, imbuing her with filial loyalty and a respect for her culture that should not be called meekness.”

—Library Journal, starred review, Debut of the Month

“A thrilling world of kung fu, sorcery and spirits . . . The pace never slows, offering a constant stream of strange characters, dire threats, and heroic actions that makes the book a compelling page-turner . . . Nicely channels Hayao Miyazaki’s powerful visual imagination . . . Boroson may be a bright new voice in fantasy.“

—The A.V. Club

“A joy to read. Set against the backdrop of turn-of-the-century Chinatown, Boroson’s tale blends fluid, kinetic martial arts sequences with grotesque creatures and enough dramatic tension and pathos to hook readers and keep them.”

—Barnes & Noble Sci-Fi & Fantasy Blog

“Li-lin is one of my all-time favorite female characters after reading this book; I simply fell in love with her . . . I expect to see The Girl with Ghost Eyes on lots of “Best of” lists this year. It’s certainly going to be on mine. Highly recommended.”

—The Speculative Herald, 10/10 rating

“Masterful writing . . . Boroson has has done his research quite extensively, and he’s approached every aspect of the book with thoughtfulness and respect . . . I am absolutely ravenous for more of Li-Lin’s story.”

—Christina Ladd, Geekly Inc.

“A page turner that encapsulates the best traditions of the wuxia genre with supernatural elements that keep story and characters fresh. A classy debut. Highly recommend.”

—Janie Chang, author of Three Souls and Dragon Springs Road

“This debut just wowed me through and through. I can’t mention enough how enthralling this story is.”

—Fantasy Book Critic, #1 Debut of the Year

“Boroson weaves such a beautiful tale.”

—Weina Dai Randel, author of The Moon in the Palace and The Empress of Bright Moon

“A wonderful fantasy tale based on traditional Chinese myths and religions—this is important to me because fantasy can seem very western/white.”

—Paper & Pixels

“Well-researched folklore and the intricate customs and structure of San Francisco’s immigrant community at the century’s end make this debut fantasy feel like nothing you’ve read before . . . rich, folklore-based fantasy in a vivid moment of history . . . The vibrant life of Chinatown’s immigrant community is revealed with an action-packed punch.”

—Come Hither Books

“A delightful blend of fantasy, horror, mystery, and suspense, with a heavy dose of Chinese mythology and a touch of Bruce Lee.”

—Top New Fantasy

“Like a great kung fu movie by way of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

—Booklist

“Filled with exciting martial-arts action and fascinating Chinese folklore, this is a thrilling and masterful novel with an unforgettable heroine.”

—Off the Shelf

“If you’re a fan of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Supernatural, Spirited Away, and Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, I have a feeling that you will love this as well.”

—Never Anyone Else book reviews

“Boroson’s meticulously researched novel is a beautiful blend of ancient Chinese myths and hard historical realisms.”

—High Voltage

“[A] suspenseful, tightly plotted story about magic outside the European tradition.”

—The Globe and Mail

“A great paranormal/fantasy in a historical urban setting that focuses on a group of people too often ignored in history and in non-fiction.”

—Smart Bitches, Trashy Books

“A magical tale steeped in Chinese folklore and history, with memorable characters, exciting action, and one very special eyeball spirit.”

—Books, Bones, and Buffy, Best Surprise of 2015

“Too much weird stuff”

—Goodreads, 1-star review

—Library Journal, starred review, Debut of the Month

—Goodreads newsletter, a Best Book of the Month

—Bustle.com, Best Diverse Magical Fantasy Novels

—Libraryreads, Top Ten Books of the Month

—BookRiot, Must-Read Retellings of Myth and Folklore

—The Speculative Herald, 10/10 rating

—Publishers Weekly, starred review

—Diary of a Bookworm, Favorite Books of the Year

—Fantasy Book Critic, #1 Debut of the Year




[image: image]



ALSO BY M. H. BOROSON

The Daoshi Chronicles:

The Girl with Ghost Eyes




[image: image]


Copyright © 2019 by M. H. Boroson

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Talos Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Talos Press books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Talos Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Talos Press® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.talospress.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-945863-09-7

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-945863-12-7

Cover illustration by Jeff Chapman

Cover design by Claudia Noble

Printed in the United States of America



For Bram Boroson, astrophysicist and pirate,

the best brother I’ve ever had,

and for

Sammo Hung Kam-Bo.





ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Research for The Girl with Ghost Eyes and The Girl with No Face has taken over a decade of constant focus. First and foremost, I would like to thank photographer Sally Elizabeth Wright for her support during that time.

Literary agent Sandy Lu plucked the manuscript out of the slush pile and championed it through the rigors of the publishing industry, and for this I will always be grateful. Bringing her own experience and staggering intellect to bear on the material, Sandy held the books to the highest standards, and deserves so much praise.

My editor at Skyhorse Publishing’s Talos Press, Cory Allyn, took a chance on these unusual books. He came to the story with fresh eyes, clear observations, and profound understandings. His contributions were amazing, and I am indebted to him.

Entertainment agent Angela Cheng Caplan challenges me to grow and be brave, every time we speak. When, during our first conversation about a potential film or TV adaptation, she said, “We must not allow Li-lin to be fetishized as some exoticized notion of ‘authenticity,’” I knew the story was in good hands.

Stephen Kuo and Matt Greenberg have been my friends and brothers, even though we’ve never met. I’m so glad to find people who share my love for the movie Mr. Vampire!

Many Chinese and Chinese diasporic families welcomed me into their homes, telling me stories and answering questions, suggesting what should be included and how certain people and events should be represented. I hope this book lives up to their acts of generosity. Peijun Gao and her family fed me, challenged me, and filled me with stories. Shuling Yi’s accounts of life as a Daoshi’s daughter and Shifu Li Shu-Hong’s detailed recollections of exorcistic rites were tremendously valuable resources. I want to acknowledge their contributions.

For twenty years, I have been lucky enough to have a brilliant friend in Thomas W. Potter. Both monk and tiger, Thomas’s tremendous insight into storytelling has helped me develop as a novelist.

John Jung, a noted psychologist and a historian of Chinese America, has been something of a mentor and something of an inspiration to me. Thank you so much, Dr. Jung, for sharing your research and your insights.

Film producer Nina Yang Bongiovi blew me away with her unstoppable energy and boundless enthusiasm for this project. She told me a story about her brother (now a Buddhist monk) getting chased down a mountain by a horde of faceless ghosts, a story which fascinates and haunts me to this day.

I also want to thank my parents, Warren and Rebecca Boroson, who raised me, taught me language, instilled a love of stories in me, and supported me through everything. My brother Bram Boroson, who is both a professor of astrophysics and a swashbuckling pirate on the high seas, has always guided me toward good books and fresh ways of seeing.





When tradition is concrete, when it is part of life, sacred, something to be feared and loved, then it takes the form of ghosts . . . Americans have no ghosts.

—Fei Xiaotong





PROLOGUE

Listen to me, Daughter. Your mother’s soul has been condemned to Xuehu Diyu, the Blood Pond Hell.”

This was sixteen years ago; the year was 1883. At that time, my father’s hair, his eyebrows, and his mustache were still black, he still seemed infallible to his seven-year-old daughter, and he still had both eyes.

He fumed like a furnace when he learned of my mother’s fate. Had he not spent years guiding the souls of the dead? Had he not, time and again, placed his life on the line to defend humanity from incursions of the ghostly? After so often risking his own purity of spirit to protect the living from the ghoulish, monstrous, and demonic, he felt my mother’s punishment as an injustice, an insult to his path.

“Fourteen days after a woman’s soul is condemned to the Blood Pond,” he told me, “her sons can try to rescue her, with the assistance of a Daoist priest like me. If her sons fail, they can work with the Daoshi and try again on the thirty-fifth day. But your mother has no sons,” he did not bother to conceal his regret, “so she must suffer in that Hell for forty-two days. Only then can you try to salvage her soul, Daughter, with my help. And you will only get to try once. Ni buyo luan lai a.”

The expression meant: Don’t fool around; don’t mess around; don’t do anything stupid.

Forty-two days. We were traveling to the Pearl River Delta, for those six weeks. We spent the days walking or riding ferries; in the evenings, my father worked preparing the rites, training me to do what must be done. The territory was familiar to him; he’d exorcised so many ghosts and saved so many souls, but my highest duties in life until that point had involved learning to clean and sew. I blamed myself for Mother’s death, so the responsibility for her salvation weighed heavily on me.

During those weeks I thought of her constantly, suffering, afloat in those hot red waters, and all because she gave her life for me. I cried for her, dreamt of her, promised myself I’d redeem her soul. Yet knowing the day would come when I could rescue her gave me something to live for, something to work towards; this hardened me and sharpened me like a weapon.

Forty-two days after my mother died, in a stone temple near Toisan, my father took out a large sheet of paper. As her husband, and as a Daoist priest, he wrote out the words of the Xuepenjing, the Blood-Pot Scripture, to read during the Poxuehu ritual, to Break the Blood Pond. He executed every brushstroke with the complete dedication he brought to all his activities. He wrote three elegant characters in black ink at the bottom—my name, Xian Li-lin.

“Your mother will suffer for centuries if you fail,” my father said, “so don’t act foolishly.” Standing barefoot on the cold stones, I swore an oath of filial piety to my mother, then dipped a brush in a saucer of vermilion ink and wrote the date of the ritual. I added the words he told me: “To repay my mother’s pains.”

On the cold stone floor my father placed a paper boat the size of a crouching cat. He examined my document, gave a brief nod, then folded the sheet into a large red envelope with golden filigree and cranes painted in white, and loaded the envelope aboard the paper ship. He piled some of my mother’s clothing, her jade bracelet, now cracked, and a pair of her shoes, aboard the paper boat as well. He tied a red string to the prow, and handed it to me.

I was only a seven-year-old girl but I clutched that red string; it was my sacred duty. Here was my chance to redeem the woman who suffered the pains of bearing me, who clothed, nurtured, and cared for me, the woman who sacrificed herself to give me time to flee.

My father had built a kind of square in the altar room, with borders made from bamboo and paper, symbolizing the giant iron walls that tower over the real Blood Pond Hell. Within those bamboo walls, I wielded that red string like a sword in my hand and started dragging the boat behind me. I was determined to bring salvation to my mother’s soul. Nothing would be allowed to stand in my way. The stone floor felt cold beneath my bare feet as I tugged that paper boat in circles around the inside border of the bamboo square, while my father, his voice cold as stone, barked the echoing incantations of the Xuepenjing Scripture.

He accompanied the incantation by tapping a quick beat on a hollow wooden drum shaped like a fish. The monotonous tapping came fast and steady, high-pitched and repetitive, mesmerizing. My footsteps fell in time with the drumbeats of the wooden fish. I closed my eyes and felt my mind slip away, entering a sacred trance, journeying to an elsewhere, floating like a school of fish in the night-dark sea.

At some point, while I dragged that boat in circles around the table, everything changed. The paper model of a sailboat on a stone floor transformed, became a real ship. Its cloth sails billowed in the creaking wind, and I stood on its deck in another world. In Hell.

A barefoot child now sailed a real ship across a horrific sea of blood. Waves made of blood crashed against the hull; the screeching wind blasted at my masts; the stench of all that blood, hot and rusty, saturated the air. Together, the reek of blood and the motion of the blood-waves made me want to vomit. In this transfigured world I felt afraid. Had Father known this would happen? For the first time, I began to doubt I was capable of rescuing my mother, to question if my determination had been foolish.

Dark birds with iron beaks flew at me; ruthlessly I crushed their bodies in my hands and threw their beaks into the sea. Had I always been so bloodthirsty? The kind of child who could snap the necks of demon-crows without a second thought? No; I had become that girl on the day my mother was murdered.

But that was not this day. This would be the day when I came for her. On this day I would lift her from the sickening gush of those viscous red waves and rescue the woman who fed me with her body, held me, sang me to sleep, and traded her life for mine.

I sailed for hours, or maybe days. My eyes strained to see past the red sea, and sometimes, when the fog cleared, the horizon was visible; this bitter ocean was bounded by enormous iron walls, reaching up toward the sky. Somehow I knew exactly how to direct the ship and steer it unerringly across those waters, where souls bobbed like dumplings in a blood broth. Whatever power guided my hand navigated me past the other souls there, who gazed imploringly up toward me. How I wished I could save them too, save them all; but this ritual could save only one specific soul, and there was just this one chance, so I searched the faces of all the imprisoned souls for what seemed like hours until I found my mother.

Treading water, sweating, with rivulets of tears running through the crust of dried blood that covered her face, her hair stiff with blood, her eyes half-mad, Mother seemed barely aware of what was happening as I hauled her onto the deck. I wiped the dry blood off her face while she stared at me, with a hollow, heartsick look.

My mother never spoke much when she was alive. She’d always been passive, disengaged from the world around her. On the day she shoved me out the door and commanded me to run, when she turned, alone, unarmed, to fight the Demoness, giving her life to buy me a few moments, she became my hero, right before she died. Now I needed to be her hero.

Mother’s body was scored with welts, lacerated all over. What kind of monster had done this to her? Up till this point, guilt had driven me, and responsibility, and hope; but on that boat, I saw the bruises and cuts covering my mother’s body, and I felt rage engulf me.

She gazed at me, stroked my hair, and started to speak, but stuttered into silence.

What was there to say, after all? In the many books of etiquette for women, none addressed the formalities of greeting the living soul of a daughter who sailed across Hell’s seas to rescue you.

At last she spoke. I would never forget what she said to me then. It was an absurd thing to say, coming from the blood-soaked, denuded, traumatized soul, and yet it was beautiful.

“Li-lin,” she said at last, “have you eaten?”

Even dead, even after six weeks of torture, my mother wanted to be sure her child would not go hungry. She wanted to make sure my belly was full. I could not imagine a more pure and perfect expression of love than that short sentence, showing her commitment to nourish me.

Something climbed onto the deck of the ship. It looked like a very tall man, except he had a lion’s face, leathery red skin, and the antlers of a stag. Luosha demons came in many shapes and sizes. In his hand he held an iron rod spiked with sharp, jagged wolf-teeth.

“The woman belongs to me,” the demon said, “and now you are mine as well, female child.” His voice was made of hidden knives, crusted with the dried blood of his victims. Smoke the color of old bruises seethed from his leonine nostrils. My mother cowered, shivering, traumatized, and nothing but me stood between her and the demon. Barefoot and unarmed, I had no idea how I could withstand him. I was terrified, powerless, but a determination had grown solid within me: I was not going to let anything harm my mother.

When she was murdered, I’d been fleeing; afterwards I swore I would never hide from monsters. Never again.

“You did this to her?” I said.

“I will do worse to her, and to you, female child,” the luosha demon said. Black smoke snarled from the corners of his bestial mouth, and he raised his wolf-teeth rod and took a step toward me, cocky, menacing, and cruel.

My mother started to beg. “Let my daughter go,” she said, trying to crawl in between me and the demon. Trying once again to protect me from the monsters.

I would not have it. I stepped in front of her and faced the demon.

What would my father do? What would he say? I tried to wear my father’s strength, declaring, “I will kill you for my mother.”

My hands were smaller than apricots, but I curled them into fists, bared my teeth, and roared as only a child can roar. The demon came closer, closer, murderously close, now it was just a step away from me; it reeked like damp fires and corruption, and it raised its spiked iron rod to crush me.

Then the world exploded.

The walls, twenty miles high, buckled, sending a blast of waves across the sea of blood. My ship nearly capsized, and the demon and I were both thrown off our feet. I tried to stand back up, but before I could, the wall clanged again, stirring the sea into chaos. Something rolled and clattered near me on the deck. The demon’s iron rod. I shoved it overboard, letting the red sea swallow the wicked thing. Then I crawled to my mother to protect her from the churning of the bloody waves, and suddenly Hell’s sky tore open, and one of its walls split apart. Towering over the stars above the Blood Pond, titanic, taller than mountains, immense as some primordial god, my father stood, battering Hell’s walls with a staff that reached to the heavens.

He pounded the iron walls, each blow sending reverberations across the sea and the sky. Hours seemed to pass, and I felt puny, cradling my mother’s soul while my father, bigger than giants, a legend made flesh, hammered his staff against the iron walls around us, denting them, bending them, again and again and again. One mighty blow at a time, my father demolished the iron walls of the Blood Pond, and then he reached out his tremendous hands and gently lifted my ship out of the sea of blood.

When I opened my eyes, what I saw was no Hell, and my mother was gone.

In the altar room there was a table, with four walls around it, walls made of paper and bamboo. All the paper was torn now, and the bamboo in splinters. The ship my mother and I sailed across the Blood Pond was merely paper once again.

Sweat streamed down my father’s face; his skin was flushed from the exertion of pounding the bamboo. “I hope it worked,” he said.

“You hope, Father? Didn’t you see?”

A series of expressions washed over his face. First, surprise; then, momentarily, pity; and then his features hardened. “You thought you’d see your mother? We do not get to see the dead again,” he said. “That is just the way things are. It’s the nature of rituals; the living perform them for the dead. We recite liturgy, we perform sacred actions, and we send messages out to the universe, hoping we are heard, by the gods, by the wind and water. What we did here in this room echoes in worlds we cannot see.”

“Father, you never left this room?”

“Don’t be foolish. I stood here chanting, and then I beat the bamboo walls. Daughter, you know this; you were right here, dragging that paper boat around.”

“And,” I said slowly, “if it worked, what will happen to Mother’s soul now?”

“She will divide in two,” he said. “Her appearance and her activities will become a kind of phantom, and she will reside with my father’s family in the land of the Yellow Springs, where we can burn paper offerings for her. But the part that is truly her will cross a silver bridge and meet with the goddess Granny Meng. Granny Meng will serve your mother a bowl of broth. Drinking it, she will forget everything, and move forward to be reborn.”

I stood quiet, thinking. Father indicated the shattered bamboo poles and shredded papers. Responding to his unspoken command, I started to clean up after the ritual.

Gathering the debris of torn paper and the splinters of dried bamboo, I felt amazed. It had been no dream, I knew this; my father’s rite had become real for me in a way he did not experience. He never saw any of it, not the sea of blood and its iron walls, not Mother, and not the demon who tortured her. Father was always so powerful, and yet now I realized he was always blind to half the world. I had seen things he never would.

At some level, even then, I understood that I was not supposed to see the world as I saw it, afflicted by a haunt of the unearthly and weird. Aware of the shame of being different, I would not tell my father that my voyage to the afterlife had been more than a merely symbolic quest.

While I tidied the mess, my father handled the ritual implements, disassembling his altar according to formulas that kept sacred objects sacred.

In the silence of our labors, a part of me wept for joy, because we had done it. My mother was free now, free to move on to her next life. We had saved her.

And I wept because moving on to her next life meant I could never get her back. Somehow I’d expected the rite to heal the brokenness of everything, restore my world to what it should have been.

But no one, not even Father, had that kind of power.

I performed my chore in the same silence that he performed his holy duties, yet vast gulfs divided us; I could never hope to understand the man. He was alone in the world, with no family but me. He reached out a hand for a piece of cloth, which he used to wipe the tears streaming down his cheeks. I stopped what I was doing and looked at him, just really looked. How hard he’d seemed these past six weeks, as he steeled himself for the ritual to save my mother, and now that it was complete, when he thought no one was looking, my father wept in secret.

He noticed me watching him, forced himself to regain his composure, and said, “Smoke, from the incense. Smoke brought tears to my eyes.” Saying nothing, I turned and faced away from my father to give him the privacy to grieve.

The man had lost everything and even now he did not want to burden me with his grief. The profundity of his actions made me feel shattered. I did not know whether I adored him more for saving my mother, for mourning her, or for trying to conceal his pain in order to protect me.

My father kept everyone safe, he looked after the living and the dead, but he did it all in solitude. He might never realize it, but his solitude had come to an end, because I had made up my mind: for the rest of my life, whenever my father needed help, I would help him; whenever he was vulnerable, I would protect him; whenever he was hurt, I would take care of him.

The solemn oath locked into my bones. I knew it was silly, the frivolous fancy of a little girl. Who was I, thinking I could protect such a great man? Mere hours ago he towered sky-high, swinging his staff to batter down Hell’s immense iron walls, rescuing me from monsters I could not hope to survive without him.

Behind my back I sensed his lonely presence, protecting me from his sorrow as if it were merely a demon in his mighty hands.

How could I find words to tell him of my devotion and my awe? Even if I could find the words, saying them would only embarrass him.

What would be the right thing to say? After a long time pondering, I eventually spoke up, asking a question even though I already knew the answer. “Father, have you eaten?”

My father and I embarked for the New World, the Golden Mountain, land of opportunities. Aboard a metal ship, powered by steam as strong as hundreds of galloping horses, we crowded like clams among our countrymen. They were crossing the sea in search of work, and payment. Hope drove them, each man committed to years of labor and the riches they planned to earn for their families back home.

We surged over the Pacific but remained belowdeck. In the dim light and moist, mildewy air of the ship’s metal hold, the men told stories to pass the time across the sea. When my father’s turn came, he told the ancient tale of the Great Yu, son of Kun the Betrayer. Yu, the limping, mysterious shaman-king from primordial times who slew the Beast with Nine Heads.

“Yu the Great,” my father said, “beat back the floods. He restored order; he tamed the world’s primordial chaos into mapped terrain. He made the world into what it once was, and should be again.”

The world as it once was, and as it should be. His words made me think of the world I had lost. The world once was a place where I had a mother, and it should be again.

A man asked, “What powers did the Great Yu have?”

“Let me share a secret with you all, a truth only known to the wisest men,” my father said, enjoying his audience. “Most of the books and tales about the Great Yu contain lengthy lists of the shaman-king’s powers. People say he knew the speech of dragons; he could read the future in a turtle’s shell; he ripped the beating heart out of the king of the giants and transformed his corpse into a waterfall.

“But there is a secret known only to a handful of people in all the world,” my father said, his tone confidential, nearly a whisper, and the men in that hold crowded close to listen. “All the tales listing his powers are false. The truth is, the Great Yu only ever had one power. For all his grandeur, for all his might, Yu the Great only had one single power.”

He paused, a master storyteller, pretending to be thirsty while he forced his audience to wait. He drank water in small sips, a contemplative look on his face, while we all hung on his words. At last one of the men said, “What was that power?”

“That,” he said, tantalizing us all, “is a secret that cannot be shared with the uninitiated.” Groans went up through the metal cell. But he went on, “Perhaps if you live a meaningful life, or study the Dao, you will one day understand the mystery.”

Over the next few days, I clung to him, hoping he’d reveal more of the secret of the Great Yu. What power was it that could make the world into what it used to be? If I could solve his riddle, unlock the root of Yu’s power, would I be able to bring back the world where my mother was still alive? A world where the village children still studied and played, and a large group of laughing cousins gathered at the supper table every night to celebrate being alive.

Occasionally, other men from the hold would approach him to hazard a guess. “Was it the power to command nature?”

“No,” my father would say. “Meditate, perform internal alchemy, cultivate your positive energies, and maybe someday you will reach an understanding.”

We disembarked onto a new land. The world teemed with modern wonders. Carriages clambered down the street on moving cables, bridges retracted, a waterworks pumped pressured water to hydrants at street corners, and telegraph wires sent coded messages across the continent in an instant. It felt as if we had entered the future, a dazzling land of invention and discovery.

Yet no one leaves their ghosts behind. Where we went, our demons followed. If the spirit of an ancient fox flew on the wind, people sought my father’s protection. If a ghost maiden flowed like a whisper through the night in her white funereal gown, my father would find a man for her to marry; he performed ghost weddings, so the restless dead would have families, and, in time, have the opportunity to become Ancestors.

San Francisco’s laws mandated that I must attend a city school. The instructors taught me many things. They taught me English, and arithmetic, and their lord’s prayer. They taught a little science; I learned that the moon was a satellite, locked forever in an orbit around the earth, the small circling the big; and yet the moon’s rise and fall pulled the earth’s seas after it, in a daily rhythm of longing.

I already knew the word zhongli, the attraction between celestial bodies. The Americans had their own name for it: “gravity.” That word had another meaning, because gravity is seriousness. I loved that image, objects drawing closer because of how seriously they took each other. Growing up I was always the moon orbiting my father’s planet, eclipsed by him and in his shadow.

Father tried to cure me of the way I saw the world, my macabre and deathly visions, the twisting of my soul that afflicted me with freakish sights that were only supposed to be visible to the newborn, the dying, and the mad, but the yin nature of my eyesight was a stubborn flaw, and rather than allow him to feel he’d failed me, I spent years pretending to be cured.

My father took an apprentice, the tallest young man in Chinatown. His explosive leaps, seeming to defy gravity, earned him a nickname: “Rocket.” I loved him; he loved me and married me. Living together in a tiny room that smelled like laundry detergent, we ate dinner with my father every night. Those were happy years, but Rocket died. His death hollowed me out, left me adrift, so I moved back in with my father. Once again I returned to the great man’s orbit.

Gravity; seriousness. My father always kept me at a distance; he never took me seriously until my twenty-third year, when, to save his life, I crossed lines he considered sacred. My transgressions were so serious that he disowned me.

In the next few months, though we only lived a few blocks apart, we seldom caught sight of each other. The man could step across the stars but he never took a step toward me, and I took no step at all. Father’s wishes, demands, fears, and hopes were snarled with my own in ways I’d never understand. I probably took up less of his thoughts than he did mine, but still we existed in relationship to each other, my moon revolving around his earth.

Perhaps my father’s tragedy was no different from my husband’s: both were great men in a time and place that had no room for heroes. My husband’s death broke me, but my father’s fate was also painful to observe: his home in ashes, he now lived far from his native country in a land full of unfamiliar language, weird food, and foreign music, where his only family was a daughter too monstrous to acknowledge and the days of his greatness stretched out behind him like the ragged shadow of a man walking toward the sunset.

If I was the moon and he the earth, then our sun was the past. We circled, circled around it, as we were driven forward from one day to the next by the seriousness of our history.





ONE

Chinatown, San Francisco, 1899

Standing alone in the deadhouse, I spoke the names of the dead. Their names were written on small wooden tablets hung from a board called the Hall of Ancestors, and I read their names now, and their parents’ names, and their grandparents’, in a daily ritual of remembrance.

It was important to acknowledge them, to let them know they were still respected, still revered, still venerated—to let them know that we the living remained forever grateful for what the dead gave us. This was my job, and I would do my best, even though I worked for the gangsters of the Xie Liang tong.

On this side of town, people paid the Xie Liang for protection. This was a racket, one hand offering friendship while the other concealed a knife, but it was also something more. The people who paid the tong’s extortionate fee could get injuries treated at the tong’s infirmary; they had access to a translator, an attorney, a telegraph machine and a man who could operate it. For funerals, exorcisms, and ritual offerings to the dead, the tong employed a reasonably competent Daoist priestess, who sometimes functioned as the tong leader’s bodyguard.

I did not choose to work for the tong, I did not participate in their community, and I held myself apart from them. But this? These moments spent offering gratitude to the Ancestors, these daily acts of reverence when I engaged with those who came before me, this was something I loved, was good at, and took pride in.

The door opened, and the sound of a careful footstep followed slowly by another made me glance over. Coming through the door was Mr. Pu, the white-bearded bookkeeper of the Xie Liang tong. His tread might have been tentative but his elderly body housed a fierce intelligence. Mr. Pu’s skill with numbers allowed many businesses to prosper, on and off the books, and he carried himself with the casual arrogance of someone whose extraordinary competence made him valued everywhere. Yet despite that arrogance, he had a warm, self-deprecating wit.

Mr. Pu was one of the few higher-ups in the Xie Liang tong I admired. He was a full generation older than my boss and the rest of his lieutenants, and I did not really understand why the eminent accountant had chosen to become a sworn brother of the upstart, Americanized Xie Liang tong rather than our more traditional competition, the Ansheng. Like most Chinese men, Mr. Pu wore his hair in a queue, his forehead shaved and his long white hair neatly braided down his back. He was clothed in a white mourning robe but he still carried himself with calm assurance. He nodded toward me and remained silent. I started to approach him, but before I had taken three steps, two other men entered, carrying a small plank between them.

On the plank, a cloth shroud covered a corpse-like shape. Too small to be an adult’s corpse.

My throat froze. My chest ached. It was a brutal reality that, sometimes, children die. If they came from families that belonged to the Xie Liang tong, their souls were my responsibility.

The sight of a child’s corpse laid out on a board filled me with sadness and dread, but this child’s soul was my sacred duty.

I led the bearers to a stone table. “Lay him down here,” I said, “with his feet pointing to the south.”

Mr. Pu’s voice was quietly tense. “It’s a girl.”

That surprised me. There were so few females in Chinatown. “Who was she, Mr. Pu?”

“Her name is Xu Anjing,” he said.

Anjing. For girls, the name was supposed to bring luck; it meant “be quiet.” Luck did not seem to visit her, but silence had. Any difference in the tone of a vowel could change a word’s meaning; Mr. Pu pronounced her family name, Xu, with the inflection of the word meaning “journey.”

“How did she die?”

“She suffocated,” the bookkeeper said.

“How did that happen?”

“She was still alive when Dr. Zhou was brought in to examine her, Miss Xian. There were flowers growing out of her mouth and nostrils.”

“Did he try cutting them off?”

Mr. Pu nodded, looking queasy. “The cut stems bled. It was her blood.”

“Is this some form of medical disease, Mr. Pu?”

“Dr. Zhou never saw it before.”

“Has Dr. Wei inspected her? He’s more experienced.”

“Dr. Wei doesn’t work for the Xie Liang tong, Miss Xian. Dr. Zhou is the best we have.”

I thought for a moment about how it would feel, to suffocate, with flowers growing out of my mouth and nose, stems occluding my throat, my hands scrabbling ineffectively, my lungs dragging for air they could not find. The thought made me shudder.

It sounded like some kind of a hex. But who would inflict such filthy magic upon a little girl? And why? None of this made sense.

“Mr. Pu,” I said, “may I inspect these flowers?”

Within his neatly trimmed white beard, his lips curled wryly. “I thought you might ask that, Miss Xian,” he said, handing me a wax paper envelope.

I peered inside. A thin, purplish-black stem blossomed in tiny flowers. Their glossy blue petals would have taken my breath away with their beauty, but knowing the plant had killed a girl, I could only perceive it as vicious. Something felt harsh about the plant; though it had no thorns, it felt as if it should be armored with sharp spikes, barbed to penetrate the flesh.

I sniffed the petals; their scent reminded me first of pine tar, then burnt sugar, and finally of fresh blood.

Before I could think of anything else to say, another man walked into the deadhouse chamber. I knew him; everyone knew Xu Shengdian, everyone liked him. People called him Du Shen, “Gambling God,” because he’d been blessed with extraordinary luck at the gaming tables. Luck in gambling was said to be a gift from the Ancestors, so losing games of chance meant it was time to be more pious, more filial, while winning was considered a sign of an exemplary person. And no one won more games than Mr. Xu.

Xu Shengdian wore an American suit, and he wore it well. His clothes were fitted, tailored, and stylish. Mr. Xu was dashing, debonair, suave, sophisticated, and cosmopolitan, yet he looked down on no one, and treated everyone like a friend. He spoke Toisanese with an accent like no one else, lilting and aristocratic. When Xu Shengdian would walk down the boardwalks, he’d toss a candy to every passing child and a flower to every passing woman, and all the ladies’ pulses would quicken with a thrill. Even the white women would stop to admire the dapper Chinese man decked out in fashionable finery.

I tended to distrust men who charmed women, but Mr. Xu’s reputation had no history of sordidness; he gave gifts with no expectations beyond friendship; he was known to rent three prostitutes at a time, give them each some money, and spend a few hours gambling with them, nothing else. All the contract girls daydreamed that Xu Shengdian would someday buy out their contracts and marry them. His winnings from gambling allowed him to lead a playboy’s life, all glamor and extravagance.

Now, however, though his hair was slicked back with oil, Xu Shengdian’s mouth hung slack. His eyes looked hollow, haunted. I’d never seen him like this. On an ordinary day, his lips would be rolling a peppermint back and forth, the way other men chomp cigars, his usual expression a knowing, flirtatious smirk.

None of his strut was apparent now. He looked almost like a wandering ghost, unsure of where to go, how to stand, who he was. My eyes traveled to the corpse on the plank. Mr. Xu’s family name was also written with the character meaning a journey; she must have been a relative of his.

“Xu Shengdian,” I said, “I want you to know that I will make sure your daughter’s soul is conducted well.”

“My wife,” he said.

“Your—” I forced myself to stop speaking before I said anything I would regret.

Mr. Pu saved me the awkwardness, saying, “His paper wife, Miss Xian.”

I glanced at the accountant. Paper wives, paper husbands, and paper children only existed in writing on official forms. American laws made it difficult for Chinese people to immigrate. To navigate through the bureaucracy, we sometimes created paper families, imaginary relationships. Two men in Chinatown might claim to be brothers, though they shared no parentage. I knew a paper father who was younger than his paper son; the Exclusion Act caused many such relationships to be forged.

The younger man nodded. “It was not like a marriage between a man and a woman. We only married so she could legally immigrate, and so I could receive good luck.”

“Luck, Mr. Xu?”

He responded with a listless look and took a brush and paper to write something. After a few moments scribbling, he held the sheet up for me. “These are her Eight Details, and this was the name she was born with,” he said, indicating a character off to one side. He gestured to a second row of characters. “These are my Eight Details.”

I examined his writing. At first I didn’t see what he was trying to tell me with this. To fully interpret the Eight Details, I would need to consult the Tong Sheng, a celestial almanac; each of the details would be represented by a string of numerological values, opening up a detailed description of a person’s complex, unique relationships to the energies of the universe. If I had the almanac handy, it would take me about forty minutes to perform a Gua Ming reading and put together a profound set of insights. Yet it was easy enough to make a rudimentary reading. Each of the Eight Details had a value, either Yin or Yang.

And one after the next, it all fell in place, like the tumblers in a lock: Wherever his details were yang, hers were yin; wherever his were yin, hers were yang. She complimented him, completed him, astrologically, in every way; it was an auspicious pairing, a harbinger of luck.

“You were a good match, astrologically,” I said. “Yin and yang are only so well aligned in one out of sixty-four pairings.”

“It went far beyond yin and yang,” he said. “The man who performed the reading also examined our twelve animal signs, our five phases, the hours of our births. . . . He even compared our physiognomy charts. He said this marriage was a unique match, one of a kind in trillions of possible pairings, auspicious beyond anything he’d ever seen.”

“This man was an expert?” I asked.

Xu Shengdian’s expression froze. He hemmed, his brow furrowed, and his posture turned awkward. “The . . . reader . . .” he said, choosing his words carefully, “is very highly regarded.”

I watched his face for a long moment but I could not figure out why he was so flustered. “There are only a few qualified Gua Ming readers in Chinatown,” I said. “This one, you trust him enough to make a life decision based on his judgement?”

“Yes,” he said, and his glance on me was sharp, “I do.”

I looked at him a moment longer, trying to work out what he was intending to tell me without saying it. Why would he withhold the reader’s name?

“The fortuneteller,” Mr. Xu said, his accented Toisanese insistent, “said a marriage with this girl would fill my life with blessings, and he urged me to wed her.”

“Where was this reading performed?”

The awkwardness of his face and body seemed to dissipate; it was the question he’d needed me to ask. “At a temple on Dupont.”

“Dupont?” I said, and then it came to me in a flash of insight. I knew exactly why Mr. Xu had lost his composure. Yes, the man who interpreted their fortunes was indeed an expert; this man was well-known, respected, and eminent, a masterful reader of destinies, and he no longer considered me his daughter.

My father’s reading could be trusted implicitly. If Father had told Mr. Xu to marry this girl for luck, he would have needed to be an idiot to refuse. But here, now, in the deadhouse, if Xu Shengdian mentioned my father by name, he would humiliate me. The reason Mr. Xu was tongue-tied was that he was struggling to protect me from embarrassment.

Not a lot of people would go out of their way to spare me from humiliation. I really liked Xu Shengdian.

I met his eyes with a glance that said, I know what you did, and why, and I appreciate it.

In our communities, small considerations like this and their repayments sometimes blossomed into networks of trust, a system of social bonding called guanxi. To outsiders it often seemed invisible; but when someone deliberately took a step to help you preserve face, it was meaningful. If you repaid them in kind, then you began to see each other as allies, friends, and family. Mianzi or lian—face—was intricately, inextricably intertwined with these nuanced social interconnections. Xu Shengdian had worked to spare me from being shamed, when few people would have cared enough to make that effort, and I found myself feeling warmth and gratitude to the man.

“Anjing was going to be put up for auction,” Mr. Xu said. “The fortune-teller showed me her charts, saying she would bring me exceptional good luck. I bought her, and I took care of her. I gave her food and clothing, and I sent her to school. We played music and went for rides together. I gave her a stuffed rabbit that she carried everywhere. She was my wife in name alone; in reality she was my lucky charm, and I raised her as if she were my own daughter.”

“That’s how he won so much of the Xie Liang tong’s money at the gaming table,” Mr. Pu grumbled.

Mr. Xu seemed to come suddenly awake. “Li-lin, will Anjing’s spirit be safe?” he asked me urgently. “Will she be happy?”

I met the widower’s eyes, and considered his questions. The hun, or higher soul, had three portions, which travel in three directions after death. One soul portion would go with Xu Anjing’s name, one would stay with her corpse, and the third, most conscious portion would travel to the afterlife. All three portions of her higher soul were my responsibility. It was my duty to commemorate her name, locate an ideal site for her corpse to be buried, and deliver her safely to the care of the Niutou and the Mamian, implacable soldiers with the heads of oxen or the faces of horses, who guard the gates to the next world.

Facing Xu Shengdian, I said, “I will hang a placard with your wife’s name in a place of honor in my Hall of Ancestors. I will find the gravesite in the cemetery with the finest feng shui. I will perform a thorough funeral, with musicians and wailing women, and I will lead a procession across a wooden bridge, thirteen times, to guide your wife safely deep into the afterlife.”

“What will I do?” he said.

“You can participate in her funeral,” I said.

“That isn’t what I mean, Miss Xian,” he said. “What will I do without her?”

I stood for a long moment, bewildered. “You said she was only a paper wife?”

“Yes,” he said, “but she lives in my home. Lived. It will be so quiet, without her there to play music.”

“She played an instrument?”

“No,” he said.

The reply puzzled me. I would have asked him to explain, but his eyes looked tearful; he breathed heavily, a throaty sigh, at the edge of weeping. A long moment went by, and I could not find words to console the bereft man. One would think, having lost so much, I would have learned something of value I could say to others in their times of grief; but loss never conveyed clear lessons or easy answers. Sometimes life seemed like a series of catastrophes, which we were always helpless to avert. Terrible things would happen, and we continued to exist, continued to go on living, breathing, waking up, seeing the world. I had always felt somehow tainted by the blood of my mother, of my husband, as if their deaths stained me, and nothing could ever wash that blood away.

“Mr. Pu, Mr. Xu,” I said, sweeping them both in one glance, “it will not be safe for you to spend time here until I have a chance to treat her. I promise I will treat her well. But until I seal the lower souls within her corpse, the two of you could be contaminated by illness or misfortune.”

Xu Shengdian still stood as if in a trance. Mr. Pu placed a hand on the widower’s back and guided him out of the room. The two pallbearers followed, leaving me alone with the corpse.

A moment later Mr. Pu stepped halfway back through the door, one hand stroking his white beard. “Miss Xian,” he said. “You do not consider yourself a part of the Xie Liang tong, is that correct?”

“I am not a member of the tong, Mr. Pu.”

“I am not speaking of formalities, Miss Xian. You do not think of yourself as part of this community; you are merely fulfilling the terms of a contract, and when your three years are done, you will have no ties to us. True?”

I did not feel compelled to admit it. “Why are you asking, Mr. Pu?”

“Because of her,” he said, gesturing to the corpse. “Through her husband, Xu Anjing was under the tong’s protection. If you were one of us, you might feel a connection to the dead girl, as if she were a cousin of yours. But since you are not a member of the community, but merely an employee. . . .”

“Mr. Pu,” I said, “you think that I would not care for this girl because I’m not a member of her group?”

“I said no such thing, Miss Xian,” he said, a sudden steel in his voice. “I would offer some words of counsel to an employee of the Xie Liang tong, if she intends to look into the manner of this girl’s death.”

I looked at him, and did not need to nod or speak.

“Tread carefully, Miss Xian,” he said. “The boss has not encouraged you to explore, so any course of action you pursue will come without the backing of the Xie Liang tong. I myself could not condone any actions you take . . . no matter how much I might admire them.”

“Is that all, Mr. Pu?”

“One more thing, Miss Xian. Whatever you do next, I would appreciate it if you survived. Consider it a personal favor.” And with that, he left.

Alone with the silence and the candles and the dead girl, I stood breathing in the emptiness. Mrs. Xu’s face was still concealed. I rolled back the shroud and saw, for the first time, the girl’s face.

What could be said about a corpse? I had never seen Mrs. Xu while she was alive. Had she been pretty? Had she laughed and smiled? Did she love spicy noodles? None of this was apparent as I looked at the blank dead face and inanimate body on the table.

I tried to get a sense of who she had been. Such a brief life, and then she was gone. Maybe her parents died, maybe they sold her, or maybe she’d been abducted; then somehow she’d crossed the Pacific and been put up for auction. A decent man bought her and sent her to school. Then, when Xu Anjing was nine years old, somehow, flowers grew from her mouth and nose, killing her.

My own life followed a similar path and yet a different one. I also lost my mother and my home; I also was brought across the sea. Yet I lived past my ninth year, and in my tenth, I met the boy who became my husband.

Life was easy for exactly no one. Each of us had a face, a fate, words and hands to try to craft for ourselves a better life. But a girl’s words had less sway, since girls were so often hushed to silence, and a girl’s hands rarely could steer her own destiny.

This girl’s life may have been decent, or it might not have been. The decision hadn’t been hers. She was a small paper ship lost at sea, a paper wife, passing from one man’s hands to another’s. My father and Xu Shengdian had decided the course of her life. And now she was dead. Nine years young, and dead.

Something about the corpse sent a slither of revulsion through my skin. Over the months I had worked in this deadhouse, and in the years I spent shadowing my father’s similar work, there had been other dead children. But this cadaver was different, in some way, from the others. Something about this corpse, a sense of hollowness, gave me a uncomfortable feeling.

I forced myself to place a finger on the dead girl’s forehead. Nothing.

I touched the corpse’s throat. There was nothing.

I pushed back her shirt and pressed my palm against the cold skin below her navel, feeling for her Lower Dantien, where the human body generates its qi energies. Nothing.

I removed her shoes and examined the points on her soles known as the Bubbling Springs. Again, there was nothing.

No sign this girl had ever had any form of soul.





TWO

How?” The word echoed in the quiet room.

The question ran through me, resounding through my dizzy mind. How was this possible? The contents of my stomach churned. Doubled over, I felt like vomiting; I tasted sour bile rising in my throat. I refused to desecrate this cadaver, so I stepped away from the table.

My breathing came out chopped, in fast shallow gulps. What had happened to this child? Some Daoshi say humans have three hun, or higher souls; others argue there is one higher soul in three portions; I took no side in the dispute, but whether it was one of the girl’s three souls or one third of her complete soul, something should inhabit the corpse or hover nearby, a remnant of the child’s humanity, a kind of unconscious hum. It was missing. Had it been stolen? Destroyed? Captured somehow? I’d never heard of such a thing.

I pursed my lips, trying to figure out what to do. Did I know any rituals that could help me find what was missing from her? A thought occurred to me. The Returning Soul Ritual was performed during funerals and the Ghost Festival; this would be outside its intended context, but it might be of use here. I lit some white sandalwood incense, held it straight up toward the heavens, and then I blew my breath upwards, launching the symbol up heavenward with the incense smoke.

I imagined then the Golden Light Seal Character, and blasted it up to heaven with my breath. Finally I envisioned the Fragrant Cloud Seal Character; and with a final outpouring of breath, I sent that to the heavens as well.

Then I waited. I listened for a response, like someone tossing a stone off a bridge, waiting to hear it hit land. I felt for a response. But it was as if a law of nature had been broken; as if the dropped stone fell and fell forever, never reaching the ground.

Had the flowers that grew inside her eaten her soul? The thought made me shudder. I couldn’t get over the hideousness of it. Growing up as the Daoshi’s daughter, I had seen many other cadavers. This object was just meat, unlike any other corpse I’d seen; it was not a dead person, just a dead thing, and it made no sense to me at all.

I needed another perspective. I needed to hear someone else’s thoughts, to see through another pair of eyes.

Or perhaps just one eye would do.

From the satchel where I stored my ritual tools, I withdrew a small bamboo flute called a koudi, and held it in both hands. Though it was only two inches long, when I placed it between my lips and started blowing into its center hole, the whistling that emerged was clean and clear. Using both hands, I piped a brief melody, and repeated it.

A tiny figure, no longer than one of my fingers, stepped out from behind a candlestick. The spirit resembled a man’s eyeball, with little arms and legs giving him a roughly humanoid shape. He bowed theatrically. “How can I help you, Li-lin?”

Seeing Mr. Yanqiu made me relax a little. The eyeball spirit had been created for a single purpose: to save me. I’d been comatose, my consciousness trapped in the spirit world; to rescue me, my father created Mr. Yanqiu by gouging out one of his own eyes. Father’s sacrifice meant more to me than I could say, and the spirit of his eye had become my most trusted friend and confidant.

I filled the eyeball spirit in on the events of the afternoon. He stared in silence at the empty corpse. Eventually I said, “None of it makes sense, Mr. Yanqiu. None of it adds up. All it leaves is a corpse more dead than anything that has ever lived and died.”

“Let’s return to how she died,” Mr. Yanqiu said, rubbing a hand on the white of his eye. “Flowers grew from her mouth and suffocated her. Suppose this was some kind of demonic plant. Could it have eaten her souls?”

“I’ve never heard of such a thing,” I said. “Hulijing, or fox spirits, like to devour the yang energy of the living, but they do not eat souls.”

“I see,” the eyeball said, clasping his hands behind him. He started to pace back and forth on the table. “Li-lin, are you sure you should look into this situation?”

“What do you mean, Mr. Yanqiu?”

“I mean, has your boss ordered you to investigate this?”

“No,” I said.

“So he might not be happy if you take time away from your duties to try to learn about this girl and her death, when he has not told you to look into it, or even given you permission to try to learn more.”

I gazed spears at the little spirit. “This matters to me.”

“Why, Li-lin? What’s so important that you’re willing to go out on your own and risk your boss’s anger?”

“She is,” I said, indicating the corpse. “She came to this country alone, or was brought her against her will, and she passed like money between one man’s hands and another’s. She lived in this community where nearly everyone around her was male, and she died. Now even her corpse has lost its soul. Someone needs to find out what happened to her. Someone needs to care. She will not be forgotten. I will find out what happened to this girl. If her soul still exists, I will protect her; and if not, I will avenge her.”

“Li-lin, you speak as if this girl was all alone in the world, but you said yourself that it sounds like Xu Shengdian treated his wife decently, and tried to craft a comfortable life for her.”

“All true, Mr. Yanqiu,” I said. “But he gave her nothing to aspire to, no more than lending luck to one gambler. Every life needs meaning.”

“Does it, Li-lin?” His gaze was penetrating. “Where is your life’s meaning?”

“I protect the living and assist the dead, Mr. Yanqiu.”

“Sometimes I wonder if that’s enough,” the eyeball said.

“What do you mean, Mr. Yanqiu?”

“Li-lin,” he said, putting thought into his words, “isn’t it easier, in some way, to live for the past? You devote yourself to the dead. The dead will never fail you, betray you, or disappoint you. You grieve those who passed, and you wear your mourning like a funereal gown. But you are young, and the grief you feel, Li-lin, it burdens you.”

“Should I not honor my dead, Mr. Yanqiu? My husband’s greatness, my mother’s sacrifice, you would have me simply forget them?”

“Forget?” he said. “No, don’t ever forget them. But I know about your nightmares.”

I suppressed a shudder. Ever since I was a child, a recurring nightmare sometimes afflicted my nights. I called it the Blood Dream; perhaps it was an echo of my voyage in the Blood Pond. The Blood Dream paralyzed me, flooded me with the seeping wounds of all my losses; I saw my mother dead and could do nothing, and now, for the last three years, in my Blood Dream, I powerlessly watched my husband die, over and over.

“Mr. Yanqiu,” I said at last, “I choose to celebrate the people who meant the world to me, once; the people who cared about me are gone.”

“You say everyone who cared about you is dead,” Mr. Yanqiu said. “And it’s true your father disowned you. It’s true he never gave you the kind of encouragement you sought. But I think you underestimate his feelings for you.”

“Still?” I said.

“Still,” Mr. Yanqiu said. “I am his eye, remember, and my life has a purpose too. My purpose is saving you, even when you’re the one you need to be saved from.”

I glanced to the corpse on the table. “What was the purpose of her life?”

Mr. Yanqiu stood stiffly for a few moments, saying nothing. “Maybe we could ask her,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“One of her higher soul portions is supposed to remain with her corpse, is that right?”

“Yes,” I said. “And that portion of her soul is not there.”

“The soul of her corpse is missing,” he said. “Are the other two soul portions where they are supposed to be?”

“You, my friend,” I said, “have just earned yourself more time in a warm cup of tea. Thank you for that suggestion.”

I transcribed Xu Anjing’s Eight Details onto a sheet of yellow rice paper. I drew three check marks at the top, then stamped my chop, three times, in vermilion ink.

I held the talisman up to a candle flame, allowing it to catch fire. Quickly it went up, the flame bright in the dim chamber. The talisman crumbled into ashes, transformed into a spirit message.

I reached out and touched the spirit message, feeling for the pulses of the spirit paper.

“What’s wrong, Li-lin?”

“There’s no sense of attachment here,” I said. “Xu Anjing and her name and details should be drawn to each other; this spirit message should have a kind of pulse of its own, trying to unite with the soul of the person.”
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