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To Pepper, 

I’ll remember you in the small corners of this book.
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I, GHOST GIRL EXTRAORDINAIRE

幽女情懷

Across the restaurant from me, a man in a cheap suit wines and dines a pretty brunette.

The usual scene unfolds—he jokes, and she laughs; he touches her knees beneath the table, and she blushes to her ears. A rom-com meet-cute, except for the fist-sized incubus sitting cross-legged on the man’s shoulder, with its stinger embedded in the nape of his neck. The creature combs its braided hair with spindly fingers, and occasionally strokes its distended blue abdomen.

I watch the scene. A salad fork hangs, forgotten, between my teeth.   

Janet snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Seeing fairies again, Tam?” she asks. A hint of mockery.

I blush and shake my head. “There’s an incubus. It’s feeding on that man across from us, with the shiny watch and too much hair gel.”

Janet looks over her shoulder. Her glossed lips curl up, and a dimple wells into her left cheek. “The Suit?”

“Yeah, but the incubus’s color is off,” I say. “It’s too blue.”

We watch from behind wine glasses and heavy napkins, speculating in hushed voices. When the brunette excuses herself to the washroom, we see the suited man slip a sleeve of powder into her drink. He folds the sleeve small and palms it, settling back in his booth to watch the waitresses. By the time the brunette returns, all smiles and damp lemon-soap fingers, his powder scuds have dissolved in her velvet Italian red.

“Well,” Janet breathes, “That’s probably not tannin powder he added to her glass. What do you want to do?”

Besides give the Suit a tender nudge to the groin with a steel-toed hiking boot? I kind of wish I’d never come to this restaurant, to Angela’s on the hip of the city. I wish the incubus hadn’t fluttered in and settled on the grease-slicked neck of a terrible man, drawing my eyes to his table. I just wanted a proper date: my first in years.

I ask, “If you take the girl aside and warn her, do you think she’ll believe you?”

Janet winks, dabs au jus from her lips with her napkin, and stands. Her heels flash as she clips across the restaurant. She is a sharp-eared woman. Next to the pretty, dolled-up brunette, every thread on Janet verges on inappropriate. Her hair is uncombed and asymmetrical around her long face. The red of her lips clashes against her freckles. Her skirt is a finger too short for polite crowds, and my eyes linger where fabric meets leggings.

Janet takes the brunette’s glass by the long stem and flings the contents onto the Suit’s face.

The Suit sputters, and the incubus on his neck pulses mustard yellow. The brunette half-stands. “What’s wrong with you?” she shrieks.

Janet slides a finger into wine residue and flicks red droplets across the table. “Still need chemicals to nail your dates?” she sneers, loudly enough that half of the diners turn their heads. From the corner of my eye, I see one of the waitresses shuffle onto the scene. “It’s good you bought her the cheap shit, Supercuts,” Janet says. “You might need to lawyer up.”

The brunette, wide-eyed, goes very still.

“I don’t even know you!” the Suit snaps.

“I get it,” Janet says, voice dripping saccharine sympathy. “Hard to keep track of names if you only get it up for comatose women. All my other dates tell me I’m fucking unforgettable.” She glances back at me and blows a kiss through her French-tipped fingers.

I put my hands over my mouth and laugh. For just one moment, I forget the fairies and monsters, the incubus still perched like an ominous Christmas light against the Suit’s neck. There is just Janet, with her dyed-firetruck-hair and freckles, in the orange restaurant light.

• • •

It is busy for an October night in the City of Calgary. Cars huff along the street outside Angela’s. Throngs of loud drunks shamble past, with half-disguised glances in our direction. Their red jerseys make their shoulders look bigger and their shadows crawl like long cats. Streetlights flood the pavement, attracting snowy moths that leave white flecks against the dark asphalt.

Janet tries to hold my hand, her fingers warm. I shy away, wiping sweat and tingles into the seams of my jeans.

“Um . . . it’s busy tonight,” I say.

Janet looks at the crowds passing us and wrinkles her nose. “Is it the hockey junkies? If you care so much about their opinions, how the hell did you survive high school?”

I hang my head. I’d parked Mama’s blue minivan far away and crossed the span of the lot, hoping Janet would walk me to my car, but her rusted hell-trap is backed into the stall by the door. She thumbs something in her pocket, and the heavy pop of her car lock signals the night’s end.

She reaches for my arm and leans in as a particularly large crowd crosses the avenue toward us.

I catch a whiff of her heat and spicy deodorant, and step back. “It’s good we stopped him.”

Janet snorts. “Good night, ghost girl. Don’t let the brownies bite.”

Brownies don’t bite; they are thin-boned women with rat-furred mantles, who dance in the shadows of old houses. Rowdy, and the pitter-patter of their tiny paws echo in my dreams, but they don’t bite. I open my mouth, “Brownies don’t . . .”

Janet slides into her car and lets the door shut.

“Good night,” I say as her screeching monstrosity scatters moths on its way out of the parking lot.

I stand there for a time, marinating in giddy memories and rubbing at the smile on my lips. It is a good night.

Behind me, the Suit steps out. The pretty brunette had long since fled into the October evening, and the Suit is alone. The incubus clings to his neck, gossamer wings fluttering. White replaces the blue hues of its abdomen, as the man’s cocktail of lust and paranoia turns into something else.

“Hey,” he says. Not loud, but he is a well-dressed man with shoulders to fill out an American suit. He draws too close. Looms, even though he is not a big man.

I shrink, with shoulders pulled up to my neck, and hasten across the parking lot.

“Hey!” The Suit follows me. His footsteps slap against asphalt, and my heartbeat is loud. I can smell his hair gel.

I fumble for keys, but the man is on my heels. He puts a hand against Mama’s car and presses in. His voice licks against my neck. Sour wine fogs around me. My stomach twists, like there are worms in my gut, pressing their blunt heads against my sternum from the inside. In my panic, I can’t tell if the worms are real. My ears ring.

“See,” the man whispers against me. The heat of his crotch presses into my thigh. “Your kind can date each other all you like. In the end, this is what you cunts get wet for.”

He pulls away. I don’t breathe until his vehicle door closes and he blares past me onto the street. The night swings, and I cling to the car door. I can’t fall. The ground is covered in gum and beer and moth droppings. I can’t fall here. I’m wearing nice jeans, and all the crowds with red jerseys and drunk-loud cheers are somewhere close behind.

I crawl behind the wheel and lock the car door behind me. I blindly feel behind the driver’s seat to make sure the Suit isn’t somehow hiding there. And I breathe raggedly until I can no longer feel worms.   

After tapas with Janet, with her freckles and shark grin, her garish skirt and knock-off handbag, and the lipstick she reapplied after every few bites . . . all I can think of is the man in the suit. I wish I’d never left the house. My fingers swipe out a garbled message across my phone, but I don’t hit send. I don’t call Mama.

Eventually, after my breathing settles and I stop shaking, I see the incubus.

It writhes, belly-up against my windshield. It’s a small thing, probably born from a wild summer romance. It has the face and body of a child, with braided hair the colors of a Persian rug, and enormous eyes like streetlights through glass shards. Only its hooked stinger and distended abdomen undermine the harmless visage. Its mouth opens, and it screeches as it tries to expel yellow fear and white anger from its body. Its wings splay.

In high school, I’d seen swarms of incubi flutter through the hallways in spring. I wore high collars in the summers so they couldn’t smell me. I had hit a few with Mama’s blue Toyota and felt good.

But the incubus didn’t put roofies in the Suit’s pocket. It didn’t make him threaten girls half his age in dark parking lots.

I wipe sweat from my hairline, the back of my neck, and my upper lip. Then, I carefully clean the salt from my fingers with a wet nap from Angela’s. I exit the car and pick up the incubus by its wings. It recoils at the scent of me, teeth bared, but then, after a moment, twitches its small nose.

“You can sniff all you like,” I say, “but it’s been a while since the last time I was laid.”

The incubus twists to perch on my fingers and tests its stinger against the back of my hand. It drinks from my capillaries. Pulsars of yellow fade from its abdomen until it is a young, valentine pink. Its eyes turn violet, and its wings catch moonlight between them. It withdraws, leaving a raised mosquito pimple. The incubus strokes my thumb, and the shy grin it gives me is blinding.

My breath catches. The incubus likes me. The implications are heady.  

Janet. Freckles and green eyes and very wide smiles. Her deodorant and the heat of her dry, rough fingers. The incubus likes my blood because . . . against all odds, despite the man in the suit and how awful the night turned, I, ghost girl extraordinaire, am in love.
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CLIMBING TIGER

騰虎

Three weeks ago, I met Janet in a third-year University lecture. I snoozed through the botany professor’s fifteenth presentation on parasitic vines. The clack of the auditorium door woke half the class. Even the professor looked up to see Janet meander down the aisle. Her boot heels echoed. She slumped into a seat next to two Asian girls, pulled her red hair back, and began to chat. As the professor resumed his droning, Janet and the girls caught me staring.

Janet wasn’t enrolled in that class. Instead, she spent her lunch hours pulling open the doors of random auditoriums and staying for lectures she found amusing.

A day later, Janet slid into the seat beside mine.

“Hello, ghost girl,” she said. “I heard a rumor that you have a creepy ability to tell who’s sleeping with whom. Something about strings of fate?”

My gaze slipped down to her chest, where bundles of red threads protruded through the fabric of her brazenly-stretched top—linking her to families, to friends, to illicit moonlit affairs and sunny molting flirtations. Most days, these threads registered only as webbing on the periphery of my vision, barely noticeable. Occasionally, they snapped into focus as if through a photo filter. The effect was dizzying. I concentrated on the meager threads trailing from my own chest—one new and intact, the other thick and frayed. I scratched at the stubs of other broken strings with my nails. “Go away.”

“Rude.” Janet tapped her pencil against the arm of my seat. “What else can you see?”

Everything, except how it was any of this girl’s business.

“You know, kids can be mean,” Janet continued. “I mean, I went through all the phases in high school, and I can make a top hundred list of the nicknames I was given from dirtiest to dumbest.”

“Asked?”

Janet hummed. “If I was a lesbian. If I was goth. If I was a hippie. If I was a bitch. Anyway, I hope you don’t mind if I just ask.”

“Ask?” I repeated.

Janet leaned in. “Do you want to grab some juice after class?”

Which was entirely not the question I expected.

• • •

For most of my life, I could see things.

At a summer camp when I was ten, a stag woven of white straw with antlers wreathed in red leaves pressed his nose into our tent, planted a single black clove in the sleeping bag between my legs, and ducked out again. I heard him vault into the night. In junior high school, I hated gym classes because a naked humanoid with mantis eyes crawled upside-down across the ceiling of the gymnasium, screaming static. A tattered blue umbrella flew to and from the South Health Hospital whenever a rainstorm passed overhead. I’ve seen the lord and his bird, night hunts and old ones. A hundred strange things in the nooks and corners of Calgary.

After Janet and I grabbed juice, I curated a few of these stories for her—drawing wide-eyed disbelief and probing questions.

As days passed, juice turned into avocado flatbreads, then omelet croissant sandwiches, and then shots in the dark on Thursday mornings that left us both quivering and giddy. Janet spent a lot of time talking about herself: a litany of wry self-deprecation and mock arrogance. Little vignettes of a happy, nuclear childhood and a boisterous youth. Somehow, she coaxed more stories from me. Personal anecdotes. Family folklore. At the end of our second week, I found myself sitting in the student lounge, beneath tall skylights, embellishing tall tales of my grandmama’s mountain. And Janet, who quipped and interrupted every other story I told her, was uncharacteristically quiet. She put cinnamon cream in her mouth and watched me.

祖母的故事

Grandmama had many names across China—noble names, intimate names, and names that struck fear—but Father always called her the climbing tiger.

A thousand years ago, in the mountains of Shandong, Grandmama was the smallest of her litter. She lived on scraps and bones, full only after her siblings were full, and was loved only after her siblings were loved. It was perhaps a miracle she grew lean and skinny and dangerous, all the way to adulthood. Eventually, she set out from her litter and tracked herds westward. One day, she followed a boar up a mountain to a black spring. She had just broken the boar’s neck and began dragging it up a stooped pine when the spring woke and became a dragon.

The dragon was a jiao. They were more slender than true dragons and had no legs. They were horned instead of antlered, and their snouts were pointed, foxlike. So of course, Chinese humans considered them evil.

The jiao snatched Grandmama’s boar and flew skyward.

A lifetime of being the runt had made Grandmama vicious. She caught the jiao’s slithering tail and climbed. The jiao bore Grandmama into the sky, where she clambered onto its head and snapped its neck between her teeth. The jiao gave a shriek that split the skies with black lightning, and calligraphy ink rained down across five mountain ranges, staining every rooftop and bricked fence in every village.

Grandmama fell back down through clouds, down a thousand zhang, and landed, splitting a mountain in two. She should’ve died then, but she twisted and landed on her feet, with the jiao tangled around her to slow her fall. She feasted on that dragon for a year, and when she was done, she was no longer the smallest tiger in a den of six. She was lord of her mountain.

The humans in nearby villages—who could not see the jiao for what it was—they wiped ink from their eyes and saw an unseasonal storm, a stream of black clouds, and a skinny tiger climbing her way into the heavens.

終

“The villagers were terrified,” I told Janet smugly. “And when they came to take Grandmama’s mountain away, she called on the spirits of the river to drown out the bridge, and she stole all the stones on the path. She turned the whole forest around and inside out, so the villagers were lost for three days and nights.”

Janet spoke with her mouth full of pastry. “Why didn’t she just kill them?”

“Why would she kill them?” I asked.

“You said she was lord of the mountain or something,” Janet said, and flopped back against the stained seat cushions. She closed her eyes, and I was mesmerized by the colors around her long lashes—smoky bronze and red. “I would’ve killed them.”

I swallowed. “Really?”

“Absolutely yes.”

I stared at Janet for a while and reminded myself to be unafraid. Mama used to burrow under the covers with me at night and explain that most creatures—bugs and wildlife and ghosts—were either scared of humans, or too absorbed in their own alien lives to mind us. Mama couldn’t see supernatural things, but between a career in pest control and her doctorate, she understood everything, and she was always right. Except Mama never understood that I found humans scarier than anything supernatural.

Janet’s tone remained teasing. “So, this tiger. Is she on your mum’s side? Your dad’s? You said you had an aunt. You haven’t told me anything about your aunt.”

“Are you going to finish the cinnamon bun?” I expertly changed the topic.

Janet snorted. The first time I skirted questions about Aunt Tigress, Janet didn’t notice. Two weeks in, after all our shared pastries and stories, and innuendos that made me blush down to the palms of my hands, my efforts to avoid certain subjects became transparent.

“We can take it slow. But you’re going to tell me eventually,” Janet predicted. “Not just about your grandmama. But all your stories. Every last thing.” And even then, days before our first proper date of Spanish tapas, I knew she was right.

公雞的故事

I first discovered Grandmama’s world when I was five years old.

It happened when Mama and Father took a weekend ski trip to the Rocky Mountains. They left me in the care of my no-good, child-stealing, witch-aunt Tigress. I remembered Aunt Tigress had hair like wet straw, an orange-and-black scarf, and she always smelled like incense. She carried brightly colored stones in her purse. She hung her orange scarf near the door and offered me a tin of dried peaches. I drew a picture of her that day—an oval with an orange scarf and a lopsided scowl. Aunt Tigress was not impressed with my artistic skills, nor my favorite cartoon shows, nor my tower of milk cartons.

I was ill that weekend, hot and cold and a faucet of snot. My eyes and nose hurt, and my mouth was dry. Instead of taking me to a clinic, Aunt Tigress shut all the windows in the house, sprinkled a ring of salt onto the beige carpet of my room, and put a pinch of lemongrass at the center. She gave me a muddy, bitter pebble to suckle beneath my tongue.

Then she brought out a rooster.

“Aunt Tigress, what’s the ugly bird?” I asked from a bundle of cupcake-patterned blankets on the bed.

“Dinner, but I suppose you can have him,” Aunt Tigress said.

Through half-lidded eyes, I saw my aunt light salty incense and arrange a line of black sesame seeds from the hallway into my room.

The incense made me more feverish. I saw frightening colors in the sky. In the green glow, I saw the rooster, the same gray as the pebble in my mouth, follow that trail of sesame into my room. His feathers became sharp and focused as he stepped into the ring of salt. He shrieked, and then lunged at me. I covered my face, screaming for Aunt Tigress amidst cartwheeling feathers. The rooster pecked at my hair, pulling a small, barbed worm from my left ear. Then, he chased the worm across my room, tearing talon-holes in my stuffed animals and scattering my crayon drawings. In the end, both worm and bird tunneled beneath my bed, and I felt the mattress rattle. I screamed and screamed and almost swallowed the pebble.

When my parents returned to the house, I was well again. Aunt Tigress punched a hole through the pebble and strung it around my neck on coarse brown yarn. “For protection,” she said.

Mama was not pleased. I hid behind my father and suckled the pebble back into my mouth as Mama shouted.

“Calm down, Sheila. I can’t stand clinics,” Aunt Tigress said peacefully over a travel mug of tea. “They’re riddled with diseases and worms. The cub might’ve caught something worse. I made her better.”

“That’s paranoia and complete bull! Now she can—she can see those monstrous things!” Mama sputtered.

Aunt Tigress showed her teeth. “And?” She pointed at my father. “You married him, didn’t you?”

My father held up his hands and didn’t comment. Because I clung to Father’s arm, I noticed that his shoulders were tense, and small hairs stood on the back of his neck. He smelled different and a hint of orange showed in his eyes.

“Not everyone wants to be like you,” Mama said through gritted teeth.

“You’re wrong. Everyone wonders. Secretly, everyone wants what we have.” Aunt Tigress left with her ruffled dignity, leaving her rooster-pebble still strung on yarn around my neck.

That night, Mama held me in bed and cried and explained about bugs and ghosts, telling me repeatedly not to be afraid. After her tears stopped, Father snuck into the room and under the covers to join us, curling close on my other side. “How is it?” Mama whispered. “Is there anything in the room?”

Father thought for a moment, and then cushioned both our heads on his arm. “There’s nothing in the house,” he said softly. “I checked before I turned off the lights. Nothing in the sky or on the roads either.”

Mama’s shoulders shook. Father withdrew the hand he was about to place at her side. “Tonight,” she said, “just for tonight, it would be good if nothing strange happens.”

Nothing did. And as far as a five-year-old me could tell, nothing exciting appeared for another two months.

It took the rest of the summer for Mama to stop complaining about Aunt Tigress. Eventually, when I decided Mama was no longer angry, I asked my father, “Is Aunt Tigress a witch?”

“Is . . . ?” Father stuttered. “Not really.” He frowned. “I mean, our family’s old, but that hasn’t meant anything since we left Shandong. Or maybe since Taiwan? My sister is old and desperate, but she can’t force the land or the indigenous people here to teach her their secrets. So no, she’s not a witch, not here.”

I pursed my lips.

“Or was she unkind?” Father asked.

“She’s weird,” I said, twitching my nose. “But not not-nice. I liked her.” And so, based on the approval of a five-year-old girl, Aunt Tigress was invited back into our lives.

終
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NIGHT OF MANY VISITORS

不速之客

I didn’t see Janet for almost a week after our first date. Our exchanged texts were perfunctory, and we were both distracted by the looming inevitability of midterms.

That night, the incubus scrabbles against my window and gestures outside, with little chickadee calls that might’ve been endearing, if it’s—you know—not almost three A.M. on a night before midterms.

I throw a pillow at it.

I have the coordination of a flat tire, so I miss, and the pillow topples a pile of textbooks instead. The incubus chirps, frantic, and swings figure-eights over my head. I think about swatting it with my two-ton botany textbook. The mess would only take a roll of toilet paper and half a bottle of Vim to clean up. But the incubus flits away before I can enact violence.

I groan out the semblance of a threat, and zombie out of bed.

Beyond the hum of the furnace, the night is a cold and quiet thing, settled around the neighborhood. Mama’s stereo had gone silent in the room across the hall hours ago. My brother Paul is out late, probably partying away his first ever semester of university—it’s actually a good change: Paul hasn’t made new friends in a while. The incubus and I are the only ones awake in a crowded three-bedroom townhouse.

I heave my half-frozen window open, just a sliver. Snow spills in. The incubus climbs out.

“Tomorrow, I’m buying a mosquito zapper,” I call after it. In the pale streetlight, the incubus glitters for a moment before vanishing.

I close my window. I return to my cocoon of blankets and my flashcards of botany terminology.

The doorbell sounds. I glance at the time and am determined to ignore it. I pull the lip of the duvet further over my head to keep the glow of my book light from spilling out of my window onto the streets. Mama doesn’t wake. She rarely does after midnight.

A minute later, the doorbell sounds again.

And again. Someone pounds on the door.

If it is the incubus, I will drop it into the densest nest of spiderwebs in Mama’s overgrown yard. Maybe the dandelions will eat it. If it is Paul, sheepish and tipsy, I will threaten his vegetarian omelet with bacon grease.

I crawl into a house coat with pink soft-serve cones across the fabric, and shuffle down the hall toward the racket. I cross the living room—which always resembles a tornado touchdown—to the front door. I leave the chain in place, turn on the porch light, and open the front door until metal pulls taut.

Cold rakes through the crack. A rash of goosebumps spreads up my arms. I snap my shoulders up, gripping the hook of the doorknob.

The barefooted preteen shaking on the porch wears a thin white shirt and loose Spider-Man shorts. Her hair is nearly as pale as her skin, and a pair of sunglasses sits snugly over the bridge of her nose. Her breath fogs. There are snowflakes on her eyebrows and her lips are gray shadows. She leans against Paul’s snow-capped pots. I can see a green bruise across her collarbone, above her neckline.

I reach for the chain but pause. “Um . . .” I say instead.

The girl stares up, both small hands wrinkling the hem of her shirt. She doesn’t take off her sunglasses. She whispers, “Something bad happened. Can I come in?”

“What happened? Which house are you from?” I ask.

“I . . . I’m sorry,” the girl stammers. She clasps her hands together and says, “Something happened tonight. Someone was hurt. There was yelling. They were angry. I just ran. You don’t recognize me?”

I say, “I’ll grab you a jacket and call the police for you.”

“Wait,” the girl pleads. She presses a hand to the doorknob from the outside. “You can’t call the police. It’ll be here soon. You have to let me in.”

The girl’s teeth chatter. I smell something metallic. Ice cakes into the door handle where she clings to it, and her nails are long and dark. The snowflakes on her eyebrows don’t melt. I blink and look behind her at the pale driveway.

There are no footprints.

I scan the unbroken snow across our lawn and farther up the street. My gaze returns to the child shivering on the front porch in the hour of the wolf. 

“I can’t help you,” I say.

“Please, it’s coming.” Urgency colors her voice. “It knows your scent. I can help you.”

I see the glow of the girl’s irises through her shades. She reaches forward. I try to close the door on her. Hard black nails catch briefly against the door frame, nicking along the chain.

The girl yips and withdraws. “Please,” she says, one last time.

I blink and then the girl is gone. A young fox bounds away from the house, darting behind our blue recycling bin. The white tips of its too many tails wink out like stars. My breath catches, because that fox . . . I do recognize that fox. I remember folded gray ears. The brush of whiskers against my palms. Gray eyes, and pale eyelashes. It was snowing that night, like it snows tonight. “Wait.” I swear and struggle with the chain. I run, barefoot, from the house. “Wait!”

The fox rounds the lip between two houses across the street, and I lose it—her—under snow-laced junipers. I stop in the middle of the road, shuffling to ease the cold against the bottoms of my feet. Ice slices into my soles, and I inhale a mouthful of snowflakes. The night looms tall and well-dressed over me, like a long-legged titan in black skinny jeans. I kick over a neighbor’s snowman. My voice is hoarse, and I rub my mouth. “What the hell . . .”

It is a foggy night. A car down the road—tan and sleek—catches my eye. It sits in hazy yellow smoke. The slow purr of its engines is muffled by snowfall. The driver’s side door swings open and someone lumbers out.

The figure ambles toward me, arms outstretched. It bumps into a parked truck and sets off a howling alarm. Its face is mostly shadowed by heavy hair, and its mouth opens unnaturally large. I rub my arms and squint. I smell a hint of gardenia flowers.

This isn’t a creature I recognize from Father’s books. Neither the ones he packed in ratty suitcases when he came to Calgary, nor the ones he purchased from in-between stores or door-to-door salespeople who knocked at twilight. Is this a corpse, worn like a shawl by skeletons envious of flesh? A cordyceps parasite who crawled into someone’s head through euphoric dreams and stole the body at night for joyrides?

“Can I help you?” I ask.

The creature doesn’t answer. A dizzying scent pours across the street. The bridge of my nose wrinkles. In the span of a few seconds, I develop a horrendous headache, as if my thoughts have grown too large for my skull. 

The creature reaches me. I take a step back, pinching the thumb and ring finger of my left hand together, and splay my digits into the orchid-dragon seal, for clarity and communication. The gesture doesn’t seem to cut through my creeping disorientation.

Plucking words from my already-busy mind feels like I am tugging thread from a gnarled tangle. I warn the creature, “Stay back.”

The creature has no face; the shiny sheath of its hair melts down over its eyes and nose, dripping past its top lip. Its American suit is punctured with stingers, and beneath its clothes, there are holes and worms. Its outstretched hands are topped with dirty, chipped nails. The veins in its arms are raised and full of septic blood. There are glass shards embedded in its palms. Its moans are familiar. “Cu . . .” the figure says. “Cu . . .”

Cunt . . .

I stiffen. Familiar terror, like a spear of heat in the small of my back. Ribbons of red stain into my vision. I think I smell hair gel. This isn’t a supernatural creature trying to talk to me. It’s the Suit.

Sharp, serrated fingers cut into my skin as the Suit grabs my wrist. The Suit yanks sharply, and I catch a stench of sour beer and something sickeningly sweet.

“Fuck,” I hiss. “Fuck!” I tear my arm away. The Suit’s nails rip fissures in my wrist. I swerve and scramble for the open door. I slip twice. Snow gnaws beneath me and my bare feet stick. Heavy footfalls follow.

I crash into the living room and kick the door shut behind me. I lock the knob and draw the chain. The Suit crashes against the other side. A fissure races up the door, stopping precisely where I once used an iron nail to hang a Hallmark welcome sign. Mama’s townhouse shakes with the Suit’s racket.

I crawl backward, legs tangling in the rug. The pounding persists.

Lights sputter overhead. Muffled screams outside, shrill in the stark stillness of winter. The chimney rattles. Upstairs, both my and Mama’s radios turn on at full volume, playing sharp cadences of static. In the kitchen, I hear sounds of snapping porcelain. Mama’s old DVDs clatter off wire shelves, and Paul’s essential oil candles whiff out. A black-veined hand reaches over the ledge of the living room window outside. A slap on the glass. Fractures web out.

And then all the noises stop. Light hums above me. Upstairs, Mama snores on.

I let out a shaky breath. I look up at the steam-wreathed window and the handprint in the glass. At the crack in the door. “Ah . . .” I whimper, pressing a hand against the superficial cuts along my wrist. They don’t bleed much, but sting and throb. I’ve seen angry things. Things that pinched or shouted, or knocked my photographs off shelves, but nothing like this. Nothing quite as frightening as the human from Angela’s, suited in the dark.

I sit up, and then curl forward into the rug again, pressing my face into the worn wool. My eyes feel loose, like the colors have fallen out of them.

Something knocks at the door.

“Go away!” I shout. “You can’t come in! There are rules.”

A pause. A familiar voice. “Tam?”

What the fuck? I think I say that out loud.

“It’s me, ghost girl,” Janet says, exasperated. “What, you didn’t expect booty calls when you gave me your address? You’re gonna let me freeze out here?”

It takes me a while, but I manage the door. I check Janet’s footprints and the plume of exhaust from her hell-car. She’d clipped the lawn on her way up the driveway, excavating a valley of brown mulch. I see my footprints and Janet’s and a row of animal prints. Nothing from the Suit except strange, braided patterns.

“What are you doing here?” I ask. Adrenalin leaks out of me. I’m paranoid that Janet can smell it.

Janet taps the door. “Chain, and then I’ll spill my little guts out.”

I undo the chain. Janet pushes past me into the living room without waiting for an invitation and shakes snow from her hair. She wears a coarse-woven infinity scarf and a trench coat with buttons as large as my face. She is flushed from the cold and a little short of breath. Her eyes pass from me to the ransacked living room—even without the Suit’s visit, the townhouse has a frame of arthritis-ridden wood and whiny metal pipes. It’s the kind of place that, if it were not so cramped and messy, might feature in a B-rated horror parody.

Janet waits long enough for the silence to become awkward. “Neighborhood’s nice for this end of northeast, but your place is kinda shit,” she says, and scratches her neck—where my incubus tugs its stinger free from her skin. It flutters to me, fat and satiated, and pats my cheek. It flushes a beautiful, coral red from its abdomen.

“Is this really a booty call?” I blurt.

Janet cracks a grin and plants her gloved hands at her waist. “Do you want to go for ice cream?”

“What . . . now?” I ask.

“I like the cold. The colder the better. There’s a cute mom-and-pop convenience store down the block.”

The townhouse is quiet, and both the Suit and his car are gone for now. If he returns, will my iron nails and the salted driveway keep him out this time? I think of the pebble Aunt Tigress once gave me for protection, tucked beneath my house coat around my neck. Whatever the Suit wants, he’ll probably follow me if I leave. These things never show much interest in Mama or Paul. I suggest, “Or there’s a nicer place twenty minutes away.”

I put a coat on over my fluffy, soft-serve ensemble, and drop my gray pebble on the center of the door mat. “Protect Mama for me,” I whisper to it.

I ease the front door open carefully, and when I see nothing amiss, I sprint to Janet’s car and slip into the shotgun seat. 

Janet is quiet on the drive, with one hand on her wheel and the other hand worrying a rip at the knees of her leggings. I stare at her swinging window wipers: tangles of snowflakes that scrub into archways of water. The car vent blasts hot air, and the screech of the engine cuts through the heavy bass of Janet’s music. There are creatures in winter, but the snow dampens everything, and even the Suit’s attack feels like a fever dream. I put my hands against the hot vents until they stop shaking.

Twenty minutes later, Janet buys snacks from a convenience store clerk with the vigor of frozen molasses, while I loiter outside against the long bank of barred windows. Through the glass, I can see Janet convey exasperation with her entire body—the force of an eye roll shows in her shoulders and bent knees. I let out a long breath and feel the sting in my eyes fade. The muscles in my arms and legs finally relax.   

I smooth down the fur-trimmed collar of my coat so the incubus can settle on my shoulder. “Did you get Janet because you knew I’d be in danger?” I ask. The incubus pats my cheek and nestles inside the matted fur trim. “Or were you just hungry?”

I scan the streets for the Suit or his tan car. Nothing. The only other strange thing I see in the empty street corner between fat snowflakes is a haze of green light sketching circles over the trash. I slush over through the snow. A colony of green-tipped nicotine wisps dive into the trash can to peel ink lettering off plastic slurpee cups and chocolate wrappers. I dip my fingers into their green glow and they scatter, leaving the ink in disarray.

I look up to find Janet watching.

She hands me a caramel drumstick and a handful of lottery tickets. “Do you have a quarter?”

We scratch out our fortunes on the hood of her car. Janet keeps her sandwich bar between her teeth. I wait for Janet’s teeth to chatter, and for her to enter the relative warmth of her car, but she never does. My fingers are frozen long before I finish the drumstick. The ice cream doesn’t melt.

I stare at Janet’s cold-flushed face for longer than I should. She isn’t exactly pretty. Her face is long, and she is as ample as she is tall. Colors feud from her extensions to her boot tips, in her tacky red trench coat and her flower-print leggings, occasionally tangling in whirlwind romances before clashing again farther down the fabric. Even without speaking, she is loud.

Janet enters the convenience store again to exchange for the five dollars we won. I feed the blue drumstick wrapper to the nicotine wisps. They strip away parts of letters and ink, leaving tiny discolored interruptions. They mostly like the curves of “c”s and “s”s. Janet emerges with a bag of sunflower seeds. She tears the top and offers me a handful.

“Gonna tell me what happened to your wrist?” she asks.

“You have the worst choice of winter snacks,” I complain, breathing on my numb fingers.

“You know, Tam Lin,” Janet says, looking up at the snow-sky instead of at me. “If you tell me what happened back there, I’ll believe you.”

I look up as well. I don’t know how to explain the Suit, or the fox. “When I was little, my aunt took me to see the night hunt on the horizon over Nose Hill Park. Did you know the lord of the plains is a buffalo with a secret?”

“Bison,” Janet corrects. “What kind of biology student are you?”

I make a face. “He leads the night parades, or wild hunts, or whatever they’re called here. I only met him once when I was little.”

“Shouldn’t it be a dragon king or something?”

“In Shanghai,” I laugh, “Father said dragons could enclose whole city blocks in a coil. He saw horses with red lion manes that ran with the sun, and turtle spirits that planted their legs in the ground to eat earthquakes. Long ago, there were greater lords and greater evils. There were tigers with hawk wings and armored with ox pelts.”

“Like your grandmama?” Janet asks. I can’t tell if she is teasing.

I shake my head. “Qiongqi—the winged tigers—went extinct before humans invented the wheel. But see, I know about all about my father’s spirits and powers.” I glance at the incubus, chasing green lights. “Not here. Night hunts here are full of chinooks, and antlers made of lightning, and running waters, and things I can’t name. None of these spirits are mine. I always feel like a voyeur, peering in on someone else’s mythology. And I don’t know how to deal with them.”  

“What about tonight?” Janet asks. “Did something magical happen tonight?”

I breathe fog onto my fingers. “Janet, you wouldn’t believe the visitors I had tonight.”
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THE WITCH IS DEAD

虎死狐悲

We return to the house an hour or so after ice cream. The Suit is still nowhere in sight. I circle the block twice, but the oddly floral scent is long faded. I don’t smell the fox either.

Janet stays over, and sleeps on the lean, wiry couch with my spare duvet. One floor above her, I shrivel in sweaty sheets, sticky and cold. The incubus curls at my hip, large eyes unblinking and gleaming yellow whenever I dream of the Suit’s stinging breath and dead fingers, and every time I hear the house twitch around me.

When Paul stumbles in at the first wash of morning, he finds Janet and wakes the house with a high-pitched shriek. I blink in the dark and pull the covers over my head until the slimy sweat dries beneath my arms and along my back. By the time I manage to extract myself from bed, a curious red sky had set in over the City of Calgary.  

I put on a bra and stare out of my bedroom window. Outside, the horizon is washed in warm colors. The land sizzles, like brown paper bags under a magnifying glass. I can smell the haze. Against all that red, dark starlets—little malignant birds on paper wings, with tiny black tongues—emerge from pores in the city. They form a murmuration of millions, twisting and knotting into intricate patterns. They scream out a warning before evaporating in the colored sunlight.  

Blood was shed last night. The blood of something cosmic. Was the lord hurt? Members of his night hunt dead? Did it have anything to do with the Suit? No. No, that’s probably just a coincidence. I don’t know how the human man from Angela’s found me, but the Suit is just a molehill compared to the mountainous world of lords up above.  

I take the stairs down and trip past the last two steps.

Mama is up and making breakfast. I smell eggs and Mama’s low-sodium bacon. Janet and Paul perch around the cramped breakfast nook, elbows almost touching. Janet’s toast is untouched, but she piles her eggs with butter and argues, loudly and heatedly, about the bloody sky.

It’s all quite surreal.

“It doesn’t make any sense!” Paul says.

“Yes, because quantum computers and psychoanalysis make sense,” Janet scoffs. “If science was intuitive, Homo erectus would’ve sent fucking rockets to the moon.”

Mama startles at the language, and her polite smile turns plastic. She sets down a plate of glistening bacon and asks, “So you think this sky is natural?”

“Not natural, Sheila,” Janet says. “This is probably us terrible fucking people punching holes in the ozone. There’s probably a rip the size of Machu Picchu up there, bleeding radiation into the city. Some things aren’t natural or supernatural. Some things humans have to take responsibility for.” She flashes a wink at me and re-applies lip gloss. “Ah, finally, someone with brains enters the room. What do you think, Tam, natural, supernatural, or just . . .”

“Just terrible fucking people?” I finish, my voice still hoarse and serrated from the night before.

Paul nearly spits out his coffee. Mama gapes at me.

I wince. Janet is wrong. The sky is probably red because the night hunt crossed the horizons last night, veiled by clouds, and their expedition sent blood gushing between stars. The atmosphere smells of iron, and the air is filled with gashes and open wounds. Something very powerful died or was hurt last night—and whatever it was, I feel an old, faded part of myself weep for it.

Conflict isn’t new. This city isn’t the Mediterranean isles, or the lifting mountains of Tibet.

This is Calgary, where old spirits are ground and splintered in the mortar of the riverbeds by each new human excavation. Even in the time since I was a girl here, the spiderwebs across the trees have gone and the deer no longer look me in the eye. This is Calgary, where the lizards with hills on their backs are impaled into the earth by skyscrapers, and where old elk lay down to throw poplars into the wind. This is the city where chinook winds come to die.

And a tiger is not so different from a chinook, or a lord of the land. I’d cut out that part of me years ago.

“Verdict, Tam?”

Hastily, I wipe tiredness from my eyes. I say, “Janet’s probably right.”

Janet laughs. I sit across from her and hide my stinging eyes with juice and eggs. A few times, Janet tries to extract small talk from me with broad, teasing gestures, but I am too distracted by the sky. I wonder if the lord is dead. I wonder if he found his bird.

Eventually, Janet grows bored with me. She dabs her lips on Mama’s doilies, leaving a dark plum color. She slides past Paul, sending a flush through his cheeks, and takes the fork from my hand. “Give us a kiss,” she says.

“I . . . um . . .”

She leans in, whispers, “See you soon, ghost girl.” She kisses the collar of my shirt—an act that looks far more intimate than it is. We almost touch and I recoil, smelling warm sleepiness in her neck and behind her ears. When she pulls back, she meets Mama’s eyes and grins.

Mama wipes dish soap from her hands, waits for the door to click shut.

The incubus takes a sniff at Mama and wheels away, abdomen pulsing white. Watching her face, Paul packs the leftover toast behind his teeth. “I’ve an early class—bye!” I am left at the small table, with food half-finished. I should’ve eaten faster.

Mama sits across the nook from me. She folds her omelet with chopsticks, cuts it against the wood, and bites in. After a moment, she looks up at me. “Half the dishes in the kitchen are broken,” she says. “What happened? Should I be worried about the sky’s color?”

“Mama, remember to lock the door and windows this week.” I swallow a lump of bacon. “The rest don’t have anything to do with us.”

Mama looks me over, dark eyes along my cut-up arm. Janet had disinfected it after we returned home last night, but since all the cuts were shallow and healing, we left them unbandaged. “I’ll call Mr. Li.”

I shake my head. “I heal fast.”

Mama changes the subject. “I almost came out half-dressed. If you have a friend here, you should tell me ahead of time.”

I put down my fork. “She didn’t get here until three. You were asleep.”

“Don’t you have an exam today?” When I don’t answer, Mama sighs. “What does she study?”

“Uh . . . general studies.”

“Oh.” Mama drags out the word. “The way she talked, I thought she’d be in the sciences like you. But I guess, dressed like that . . .”

“Mama,” I interrupt, “be nice.”

Mama sets down her chopsticks, and I know I’ve said the wrong thing. “I made her breakfast,” she answers. “Western breakfast. You know I don’t like bacon.”

I open my mouth, but Mama is not finished.

“I was nicer to her than to any of Paul’s friends. She was the one who carried on like she knew everything. You know I wouldn’t judge her for it, but . . .”

I think about how Mama let me draw the names of angels on my walls, how my lines of salt killed her begonias. How, when I was very little, she used to ruffle my hair and ask if she’d touched any monsters.  

“Paul’s friends are always nice kids. One shoveled our driveway. One came to check in on me, even when Paul wasn’t here.”

I close my eyes. Everywhere we moved, strangeness followed. And after Father passed, Mama ended up here, in this small house twice her age, with two adult children leeching her paycheck. One of them—me—may never be able to leave her side. Mama can say whatever she wants, but I don’t know why surviving her sometimes seems scarier than the Suit or the red in the sky.

“Does she know?” Mama gestures at the kitchen, and at the rest of the house. “Does she know about all this?”

“No,” I manage. Not in the ways that matter. I pick up my bacon-greased plate.

“She didn’t put away her plate, either. Or offer to help with food. This one won’t last, so you shouldn’t just invite her over.”

I pick up Janet’s and Paul’s plates and set all of them in the sink. My eyes are hot. “Mama, why?”

Mama stares at me. “You know you’re not exactly easy to love.”

Which is, perhaps, the worst thing she has ever said to me.

“I have an exam,” I choke. I scurry from the townhouse with my coat and pack in hand, pausing at the door to feel a hiccup of terror and see a flashback of the Suit’s dirty, outstretched hands. Breathless, I stand on the porch and look over at the disturbed pots and the Suit’s handprint still embedded on the glass window. The keys to Mama’s car are still inside, on my bedroom windowsill, but I cannot bring myself to re-enter the space where Mama waits, with words and words and words.

I rub my tired eyes and say to the incubus, “Can you sneak the keys out without Mama noticing?” The incubus tilts its head, not comprehending.

Janet is parked across the street. She leans against the side of her rusty car. She waves at me before returning to her phone.

“What are you doing?” I ask, approaching.

“Reassuring social media that I survived a night at ghost girl’s house,” she says, and then quirks her head. “It was really only about three hours, but I won’t tell if you don’t.” She slips her phone in a coat pocket and pulls her scarf up over her face. “Carpool?”

I nod.

Despite how loud she seems the rest of the time, Janet is a quiet driver. That is fine; any conversation would be lost in the slaughterhouse noises from her engine. She barrels past a school zone and the looping sirens of a nearby police car.

“Does your mama know we were on a date?” she asks finally. “I didn’t just out you without thinking?”

I look down into my lap. “She’s okay with it.”

“Thank fuck. Then it’s just me she has a problem with?” Janet claps her hand on the shoulder of my seat. “Nothing like family to make us feel like crap. Don’t worry about it.”

“She’s not like that,” I say.

Janet glances at me. Her freckles are more prominent this morning. “Your brother seems nice.”

“We’re not close,” I say. “Apparently, witches and vegans don’t get along.”

Janet hums. “He’s adopted?”

“Why, because he doesn’t look Chinese?” I grit my teeth and fist my uninjured hand. “Yeah. Paul’s my stepbrother, from Mama’s second marriage. That relationship . . .”

“That relationship?”

The sentiment fizzles out. I sag against the seatbelt and look into my lap.

The silence is uncomfortable, and Janet frowns. She puts her right hand by my thigh, almost close enough to touch. “You’ve got things you don’t want to talk about, I get that. You don’t like being touched, and I get that too.” Her voice doesn’t raise, but there is a truncated impatience. Her words are as effective as Mama’s. “But if you want to share, and still can’t open your mouth, Jesus fucking help me.”

My heart pounds. Saliva floods, hot, against the tip of my tongue. In my state, I can see the frail silk thread between Janet’s chest and mine begin to unravel. I forget to breathe.

I don’t even really know this girl. I’ve never seen her out of makeup, or without her neon confidence. In the few outings we had, she repelled snail-paced waitresses, droning professors, and even a big-boned racist, with the same loud mockery and disdain she showed everything. Even faced with the Suit and a glass of spiked alcohol, she’d smirked and asked what I wanted to do. I’ve never seen an angry Janet, or a nervous Janet, or a soft-spoken Janet. With everything, she is loud and rude, and yet I don’t know how such a candid person can be so unreadable. Another human mystery.

“Will you talk to me? Like, actually share something real about you?” Janet demands. “Or should I just fuck on out of here?”

Is this a different Janet? Her tone needles at something orange and fanged in my chest. I hold my breath and push it down. Tamp down on my fear of the Suit, on Aunt Tigress and nightmares and how much I want to just dig my fingers into Janet’s arm and show my teeth.

I blurt, “Mama and Stepdad’s relationship was like being buried up to the neck in a bullet ant colony.” I take a breath and plunge on. “Stepdad dearest’s off in B.C. right now, renting boats to sport fishers. I hope he gets eaten by a killer whale.”

A snort: reluctant laughter, not deliberate. “Orca,” Janet corrects, sharp edges folded away for the moment. “Go on.”

I sit forward. “I want all the things Stepdad dearest doesn’t believe in to shit in his mouth. Especially the lord—Stepdad loves his bullshit. I want to pit him in a deathmatch titled Homophobe versus Bear, and arm both combatants with pink vibrators. I want Stepdad to die alone, and I want Paul and Mama not to cry over it.”

Briefly, Janet seems stunned. Then, she laughs and laughs. And she, with crinkles by her eyes and brown growing into her red hair, is beautiful. I find myself leaning in to smell a hint of sweat—and me—and familiar laundry detergent from the spare duvet. “All right then,” Janet says when she can speak. “Even if your mama’s shit at pretending to like someone, I’ll consider that honest, not insulting.” She thinks for a moment, and then taps the steering wheel once and laughs again. “Maybe you can meet my mom some time, and we’ll compare notes.”

“Um . . .”

“One step at a time, ghost girl,” Janet says. She pulls parallel with the rounded curb at the university’s front gates. “Don’t flunk. See you later.”

• • •

That evening, Janet shows up on my doorstep, ammunitioned with coffee. She blinks at me. “You’re lovely tonight,” she says dryly, and offers me a paper cup. “Pick-me-up?”

“I think I flunked,” I tell her. I am sleep deprived, out of makeup, with hair hanging in front of my face like something that crawled out of a 4K high-definition screen. Even the incubus turns up its nose at me and disappears. I take the coffee, and wordlessly let Janet in. She sits on the old couch in the living room. I drop down heavily beside her.

Mama glares at Janet, incredulous, but is too Chinese to say anything out loud. She disappears into the kitchen and her pots are louder than usual. Paul follows Mama into the kitchen, and I hear a soft, placating exchange before he re-emerges with a plate of vegetable crackers and oranges.

He sits across from Janet and me, cross-legged on the ground, and pulls his dark hair out of his eyes. Janet stares, and inevitably, Paul blurts, “You think I’m weird, don’t you?”

Janet shakes her head. “For not choosing your bio-dad? No.” She glances at me. “I prefer weird.”

“Tam told you?” Paul asks, “About being a witch?”

Janet barks a laugh. “Yeah, pretty much. Can’t imagine how she came out of the closet with that one. Did your dad know?”

“Mama told him before they were engaged, but Stepdad dearest didn’t exactly believe her,” I say. “That complicated some things. Meal preps, for one.” Stepdad didn’t eat meat, and didn’t believe anyone needed it.

“He believed enough,” Paul says. “He told me to stay away from you.” In a smaller voice, he adds, “I always believed you.”

“That’s a pretty low bar, Paul,” I point out. “You put out cookies for Santa until you were thirteen.”

“And you talk to birds like a Disney princess,” Paul retorts.

Janet snickers, and I feel warm from my cheeks to the tips of my ears.

“Think you can fish out the jerky Mama hides in the back of the pantry?” I ask. And when Paul passes me to check the kitchen, I pull him closer by his arm. “Thanks,” I whisper, “for being nice.”

“Yeah, well, she’s, like, your first proper girlfriend in forever,” Paul says. “Just stop threatening me with bacon grease.”

“Cross my heart.” I let Paul go and find Janet grinning at me.

“What?”

“Ghost girl’s not always cold and distant after all.”

I flush. “I’m sorry our first dates were . . . so strange. The things from last night. They haven’t happened since I was a teenager. I’m not like that anymore, I promise.”

Janet considers me, and then sets her coffee down. She turns her knees to face me. “Let’s be real for a moment, Tam. You see fairies. And ghosts and incubi and you can predict when bad men will do bad things. Character growth doesn’t change what you are. We can have as many uneventful coffee dates as you want, but none of them will be anything less than extraordinary.”

She says this warmly, and she believes me. All this should buoy me, but instead, I feel a familiar tug of guilt against my chest, and I clutch the meager threads there. I open my mouth twice to speak but can’t.  

Janet’s gaze drifts past me to the kitchen.

I look over my shoulder. “Mama.”

“Tam,” Mama’s voice is flat. She holds her phone loosely in one hand. “I just got a call. Your no-good witch-aunt Tigress is dead.”
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NIGHT HUNT

百鬼夜獵

I only realize Mama spoke in Chinese when, in the silence afterward, Paul leans over and translates to Janet under his breath. Janet’s mouth opens and closes a few times. “Oh, wow,” she says. “Shit . . .”

Aunt Tigress died?

My right hand goes to the gray pebble against my chest. My thumb traces familiar chips and etchings in the cool stone. Paul takes my other hand, holding my cold fingers loosely between his. I barely notice Janet, even when she takes my elbow and doles out consolations and a hug. I mumble out a good-bye as she takes off, as quietly as her heels allow.

After the door closes behind Janet, Mama’s shoulders collapse in, and I can smell her relief. She leans against the fireplace, and her hands swing down by her side. Her phone knocks against drywall. “Finally,” she says. She looks at Father’s photograph above the fireplace. His squinted, smiling face looks out from severe black frames, and next to the photograph are his ashes, habitually silent. Mama’s tired eyelids fall over bloodshot sclera. She pinches the bridge of her nose. “After what she did to your father . . .”

Aunt Tigress. Dead. It feels implausible, after everything. After all she’s done.

I don’t notice Paul steeping tea, making dinner, or the sun dropping into nighttime. I hear static in the lightbulbs, the rattle of wind across our gutters. I hear the spasms of wood in the walls, and the heartbeats around mine. I am startled when Mama starts to curse Aunt Tigress, cycling through the stingy handful of expletives in her vocabulary. Paul sits next to her on the couch, rubbing her shoulders. He says something to me, and I mumble a response.

狐狸的故事

Twelve years ago, my no-good, child-stealing, witch-aunt Tigress tapped on my window after Mama and Father were asleep. It was dark, but I was eight and still more curious than afraid.

I slipped out of bed and wiped grit out of my eyes. “Mama says visiting hours should be nine to seven,” I told Aunt Tigress. “And not to let anyone in if they don’t use the front door.”

Aunt Tigress pressed against my windowsill and breathed frost onto the glass. “Your mama doesn’t understand that tigers are nocturnal.”

Mama didn’t like Aunt Tigress. They spoke civilly when necessary, and Mama sometimes shopped at Aunt Tigress’s kiosk, but their conversations always resembled glass shards pieced together in mismatched, cutting mosaics. Father steered well clear of both of them whenever they met.

I liked Aunt Tigress. Where Mama fretted over Father’s messy den, or the grasshoppers I raised in jars on windowsills, Aunt Tigress took me out to where the hills snored and taught me to dig up voles and rabbits.

I sleepily laced up my boots and pulled a toque over my head. Aunt Tigress waited on the cul-de-sac outside. Under yellow streetlights, she was a hunched figure shawled in orange, with a crown of snow. She took my hand and led me from the house. The night was very clear, and I reeled back to look at the stars overhead. A thousand pinpricks of light and colors. The journey took a while, as we carved paths in snow and the night dreamed around us.

I looked to the east—at first, it was just an embroidered line on the skirt of the horizon, and then a ghostly procession of long-limbed figures crossed the Milky Way, flanked by raptors. At the head of the procession was an enormous buffalo in a cloak of matted fur, white horns curving from his temples. His four limbs looked like pale branches. Dozens of terrible and wonderful creatures traveled at his heels.  

“Keep up, cub.” Aunt Tigress’s fingers were bruising across my wrist, and she towed me into thin reeds and underbrush. “The night hunt only happens once every four years.”

“What are they hunting?” I asked, and, “Do they let girls join in?”

Aunt Tigress chuckled. “See that up there?” She gestured up to the horned beast leading the procession. “That’s the lord of the plains. He lives in-between us and the Sky. I’ve been looking into him ever since we landed in Canada. And I finally got one of the locals to tell me his story.”

Aunt Tigress moved quickly, and I struggled to follow. She continued, “Supposedly, the lord lost his favorite bird down in the mortal world some millennia ago. Every four years, when the bird is forced to show its true form, the lord descends and leads a hunt.” She paused and grinned, wide and vicious. “We’re here to find that bird first.”

“So we can give it back to the lord?” Earn his favor, become a huntress.

Aunt Tigress shook her head. She turned back to me and took my hands, peeling my digits back so my fingers laced together, with my thumb and index fingers outstretched. The seal of the earth-rat. “Hold that gesture. Can’t have the night hunt noticing us.”

As the procession of figures in the sky reached the west, and we stumbled through the snow for maybe an hour, I wasn’t happy anymore. My hands were too numb to hold seals properly. I didn’t have the right boots for deep snow. Everything was pretty, but my socks were soaked through. I couldn’t feel my feet and my ears hurt from the cold. I tripped a dozen times and scratched my cheek and hands on low branches. When Aunt Tigress didn’t notice, I shifted my earth-rat fingers into thunder seals for the residual warmth. “How much longer?” I asked. “Father says I shouldn’t go far, especially outside the streets he marked.”

Finally, we stopped at a small open snowfield. I leaned back against a bank of shrubs and shivered. Aunt Tigress surveyed the clearing, and then returned to me.

She carefully extracted a packet from the heat of her breast and ripped it open with her back teeth. She tipped the packet into a small porcelain bowl and pinched out sluggish red mush with two fingers. She pressed the bowl into my right hand and a sprig of prickly leaves into my left. I sniffed at the bowl. “Chicken blood,” I realized, aghast. “A summoning ritual?”

“For the lord’s bird.” Aunt Tigress dug a bundle of feathers and dried herbs from her side pouch, and a small green lighter. She lit the thrush of herbs and batted gray plumes into the sky.

“The chicken blood . . . is it from your rooster?” I asked.

Aunt Tigress guffawed. “Different chicken, cub. And he’s your rooster now, remember?” She tapped the pebble strung around my throat as a reminder.

“Do you have a name to summon the bird with?”

“You’re a cub. Be cute, and the bird won’t consider you a threat. Give the bird that branch, without breaking eye contact.” Tigress continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “I got this ritual off one of the locals. Literally pulled teeth. Don’t break eye contact until the bird begins to drink from the bowl. This is important, cub. Don’t even blink.”

I sniffed, wiped my hand across my mouth, and told myself that even if I couldn’t feel my toes in my wet socks, even if my mama shouted and sulked, Aunt Tigress wasn’t boring. I liked the things she showed me and the way she smelled like herbs all the time. Maybe she’d introduce me to the lord’s hunt one day. I shifted my grip on the bowl and sprig, crouched in the snow, and waited.

On the other end of the clearing, Aunt Tigress danced and sang. Her shawl swirled and her boots were frantic. She left butterfly prints in the snow. In the moonlight, she seemed much younger, with hair as dark and thick as my own. Her flaming wheat bundle looked like a firefly in the dark.

It wasn’t a mystical bird that answered our call, but a fox: a small gray thing, with half-lidded eyes and heavy ears. She crouched at the edge of the trees for a while, then took a tentative step into the clearing. Her ears twisted back, and she showed the tip of a pink tongue.

And then, by some miracle, our gazes met. Her eyes were also gray. The corners of her dark lips curled up and she smiled. She came closer, and closer still. Close enough to touch. Her short tail unfurled, rattling snow from low-hanging branches. She swayed, just a little, from left to right. I held out my hand. The fox sniffed, and daintily took the sprig of thistle.

I looked up. “Sorry, Aunt Tigress, the bird didn’t come.”

Aunt Tigress leaped. Her bulky flashlight skittered away. She barreled into the young fox, flipped her onto her back, and pinned her between two meaty paws. The fox screamed like a child, and I screamed with her. I shut my eyes to the yelps and howls, to Aunt Tigress tearing at flesh. She brought the fox to her lips. Strength left my body, and I focused my gaze on the bowl at my feet—tipped on its side and spilling chicken blood on my boots.

The high-pitched scream ceased, and my mind stopped ringing. I’d thrown up and my teeth tasted sour. When Aunt Tigress finished, she wiped her mouth with snow and stood. She rearranged the orange shawl around her shoulders. I saw fangs in the shadow of her face. Her lips were red and her eyes dark. Slowly, her snarl smoothed over. The fox lay on her side, steaming.

“Come, cub. I’m not angry with you. We’ll just have to try again in four years.” Aunt Tigress kicked the fox’s body toward me. “Eat. No sense leaving leftovers, or they’ll turn sour.”

I sagged down into the cold, and a warm tickle soaked down my thighs. My body tugged with hysteria. My head hurt. I couldn’t see. The moonlight felt cold. I couldn’t stop shivering.

In the distance, I heard a howl—not a wolf howl, clean and arching, but a sound more like someone’s heart breaking and wind shrieking through the pieces. I heard hooves turn toward us.

Aunt Tigress went pale. She scooped the fox corpse up in one arm. “Come on, then. Can’t let the lord find someone else hunting his bird.”

I couldn’t move.

“Come on!” Aunt Tigress yanked on my hand and made for the bushes. She always walked with long strides, and on that night, it seemed she loped with her hands to the ground. I tried. I tried to follow. My palms were laced with red. The sheepskin yellow of my boots were dark and heavy. I ripped my jeans along the hems, and my pant legs filled with snow. I shouted, “No, no, Aunt Tigress! You’re moving too fast! Aunt Tigress!”

I called until I lost her orange shadow in the bushes.

The horns and hooves caught up with me and lifted me skyward. My boots left the snow, and I flailed. I breathed steam. The howls were so loud, and there were so many bodies around me, pushing through me. I closed my eyes and fell.

Early the next morning, I woke by the parking lot of Nose Hill Park, half frozen to the base of low bushes. The hilly shoulder blades of the park offered little relief from night weathers. A dog-walking couple found me and, after a few moments of panic and angry barking, called an ambulance.

When Mama and Father found me at the hospital, Mama squeezed me tight and screamed in my ear. I gripped her shoulders tightly and pressed my face into the base of her neck.

“I didn’t know,” I told them. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know she ate baby foxes. I wouldn’t have done it if I knew. I didn’t know.”

Mama didn’t say it then—she said it months and years later, over and over: “It’s that no-good, child-stealing witch.” But in the hospital that day, Mama held her tongue.

My father sat next to me on my hospital bed and kissed my head. He smelled like sunlight and home. “I’m sorry,” Father whispered. “Tam, it’s not your fault.”

Paramedics and doctors couldn’t explain how I’d survived the cold night, but Father knew I’d bathed in the tailwinds of the night hunt, and that heat lingered in my skin. Aunt Tigress was long gone; she had driven back to her quadrant of the city with her leftovers and any explanations for what happened.

I didn’t remember the rest of the hospital stay. I didn’t remember much of the drive home. I fell asleep nestled by Father’s side, with his soft, heavy hand on my shoulder. Between the jostling of the car, I blinked and heard Mama at the wheel, her occasional sniffles muffled by her sleeve.

Father phoned Aunt Tigress the next day, and spoke in his soft, soft tones about what happened. I’d eavesdropped on the other line, my cupcake blanket swathed around me.

“I don’t understand.” Aunt Tigress was exasperated. “These . . . native practitioners sit on a treasure trove of mythologies. Why should they have a monopoly on it? Isn’t Canada a land of equal opportunity?”

“I think it’s best if you don’t see her again,” my father said. “Or Sheila. Or me.”

“Oh,” Aunt Tigress said.

And that night of foxes and hunts was the last I would see of Aunt Tigress for a long time, until the day of Father’s funeral.
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HELLO HEART

母女連心

父親的故事

As a lord, Grandmama lived loudly, ate indiscriminately, and mated with voracious hunger. She mothered hundreds of litters over a thousand years, but of all her children, even the ones who could transform or fly or cause earthquakes when they roared, only two survived past a hundred years old.

Aunt Tigress said she was born in the upswing of the Manchurian Dynasty, though she spent the first centuries of her life roaming the mountains around Grandmama’s, hunting cattle and foxes and sleeping in the crowns of old trees. She matured slowly—her slender limbs grew strong and dark, and her hair paled over decades—but it hardly mattered to a daughter with her own mountain and a mother who was lord. Aunt Tigress had seemingly infinite time.

Father was born in 1814: a lone mewling cub in a litter of one. Aunt Tigress claimed my father’s father was a human monk from Hanshan, and Father didn’t deny it. Father thinks Aunt Tigress might’ve eaten that monk, because all he ever found of the human were bells and books in an unmarked mound halfway up Grandmama’s mountain. Father took human form and traversed China to learn, returning once every decade to climb the broken mountain to reunite with his family. It was, he thought, how he’d spend his long life.

But even lords die. Around the turn of the second World War, humans pushed outward into the secret and green places of China. They whispered warnings of vengeful deities and monsters as they displaced old powers. Dark ponds, silver rivers, and old green swamps fled for wilder places. Some of them found their way to Grandmama’s mountain. She found herself fighting a hundred old ones and their families, and she piled their bones in the split mountain. One day, she saw that the bones were piled so high they mended her mountain, and realized she was tired.

Grandmama climbed to her throne on top of the bones and curled up to sleep. She never woke again.

Father said Aunt Tigress changed after that, standing over Grandmama’s body and contemplating death for the first time. Father, who had been drafted into half a dozen skirmishes across China over the decades, knew about death and convinced Aunt Tigress to come away with him.

They went to Taiwan first, with The Great Retreat. They didn’t know how other old families merged into human society, but Father had friends in the army that fled China. The military found him a small courtyard house on the outskirts of Hualian, with a bala tree in the center. Father befriended their neighbors, and he found a green thumb for indigenous herbs. He helped with the occasional exorcism, attended lectures, and began to learn the names of local spirits. Aunt Tigress, on the other hand, didn’t adjust well among humans—at first, she could hardly speak a word of Taiwanese—but eventually, she learned what Father had learned long ago, that there was no more room for tigers in China.

They didn’t plan to move to Canada.

Throughout their stay in Taiwan, Father sometimes heard the legend of Aunt Tigress whispered at evening smokes, and from city visitors. On some level, perhaps he’d always known how his sister coped without a mountain, trapped in a human life with only the skin of their mother to remember their wild, august roots. When Aunt Tigress left on long trips around the island, she sometimes came back smelling of a hunt. At night, when Father heard Aunt Tigress crunch in the next room, he knew she wasn’t eating unshelled peanuts.

Eventually, the town elder’s daughter went missing. Aunt Tigress’s breath smelled of satiation, and even in his human form, Father could follow the blood trail to the alley in front of their home. While the white banners of the girl’s funeral still hung heavy in the local temple, before the neighbors’ grief could turn to fury, Father packed a small suitcase of clothes and the Hanshan monk’s bells and books and brought Aunt Tigress on a red-eye flight to a terminal in Vancouver.

Growing up, I found it hard to reconcile my father with wars, with China, or with exorcists and lords. After meeting Mama, Father was a mild-mannered sort. I remember him in thick-rimmed glasses and a catalog of sweater vests. Most afternoons, he sat on the living room floor with me in a broad patch of sunlight—our favorite spot—and he read to me.

After I turned five and started seeing ghosts, Father bought a book of Magic Eye optical illusions and taught me how to relax my pupils so images rose from the pages.

“Once you’re exposed to them, once you see them, you can’t un-see, but it’s not genetic,” Father explained. “It’s not a precursor to latent powers, and exorcism is a dying industry.”

I scowled because I didn’t know what any of that meant. “You’re a dying industry.”

Father wrung his hands and tried to explain. “Humans develop and transgress fearlessly. Their ignorance is an evolutionary advantage. Picture a world where everyone can see the gray lady.” I did, and shivered. Father continued, “They would be too busy supplicating to her to invent vaccines. Humans would never have gone to the moon if they could see the tentacles of the creature that lives on the dark side. Old families like ours have a harder time. Tam, never get too lost in their mythologies to make your own way.”

“I wouldn’t be that dumb,” I proclaimed, and pounced. Father rolled me against his chest, and we watched tea-colored moths flitter through a cloudy winter sky.

Unlike Father, Mama usually dressed younger than she was, accessorized in gold and jade, and wore respectable snatches of floral perfumes. They seemed an ill-matched pair, with Father so much older, but Mama had known callous, irresponsible men before him, and perhaps he was a balm.

Though Mama never felt the desire to see what we saw, she grilled my reticent father on supernatural subjects so that no matter which parent I turned to, I could get answers about the things I could see. Mama read and reread Father’s books, even visited Aunt Tigress’s kiosk business despite their cutting enmity. Mama answered more of my questions, with more coherence, than Father did.

When I asked, “Why don’t they attack us?” Mama paraphrased from one of Father’s books. “Salt is a purifying agent, and most supernatural entities avoid it. I think it causes some sort of chemical imbalance. Our skin secretes salt naturally, especially when we sweat. So, they’d really rather avoid humans. I wonder if this was one of our evolutionary advantages . . .”

Not that I was able to understand Mama’s speculations or Father’s quiet contentment at the time. Still, sheltered between them, in that living room sunlight that smelled like dust and rain, I let the trauma of the fox pass. I stopped dreaming of faerie princesses and night hunts. I stayed a human girl. And I felt safe.

• • •

Father died when I was twelve. I was at school that day, watching rain stroke sideways across the windows. It never rained much in Calgary. Most of the precipitation came in June, with mud and salt and all those skyfulls of gray. We studied Greek architecture. My teacher asked me if I knew the Chinese were inspired by the Greeks. I’d bared my teeth at her.

When the summons from the principal came, I’d been a little frightened that I’d shown my abnormality somehow, that perhaps I was too strange for seventh grade. Instead, he handed me the office phone. “Your mama would like to talk to you,” the principal said. “Go sit down.”

Mama’s voice was hoarse, and I could hear tears over the call. “It’s okay,” she said. “I love you. I love you.”

They’d driven together down Deerfoot with rain in their windshield. Midway between 16th and Memorial, Mama watched Father’s eyes grow wide for a moment, and he swerved into the far left lane. The side-sweep of a truck nearly overturned their hatchback, and Mama’s knees lodged into the glove box. The car crumpled as if it had struck a massive animal. By the time the ambulance arrived and police sirens filled the road, Father was already dead. One of Mama’s knees were shattered, and she howled in her white-sheathed cot. Once she could speak without hysterics, she held off treatment so she could speak to me without anesthetics slurring her words.

After her operation, Mama was different.

“He saw something,” Mama said when I embraced her over the cast of her leg. “That’s why we swerved when we did.” Hers was an anger I’d not seen before, cold instead of hot. I shifted, guilty despite myself.

Mama cried a lot in the days leading up to Father’s funeral. For days, she couldn’t stay in the same room as me without bawling. I couldn’t comfort her, and she couldn’t look at me. As Mama’s friends consoled her, some of them stared at me and whispered behind their hands—because I never cried. I hurt. I shook uncontrollably. There was a knot in my chest that tore and savaged and grew, but never showed on my face. Not during the photographs, the well-wishes, or when I was brought up to Father’s closed casket to say good-bye.

I wondered if, maybe, I didn’t know how to cry.

Halfway through the funeral, Aunt Tigress parted the temple doors and hobbled in, followed by a girl around my age. The girl wore a puffy gray coat and white sneakers. Aunt Tigress wore a wide-brimmed hat of peonies. Her thick orange scarf was braided around her throat like a noose. She struggled down the aisle: a lopsided metronome of spurred military boots. The rest of us looked on, half mortified and half fascinated. Aunt Tigress opened Father’s casket, cut off a corner of her orange scarf, and draped it over his chest, to be cremated with his body. I leaped out of my seat, but Mama held me back.

Aunt Tigress left with her head high, meeting Mama’s venomous gaze with bloodshot eyes that looked like she, too, had cried.

As the funeral service concluded, a spider the size of a small dog and made mostly of legs climbed down from the beams of stained-glass light and settled on Father’s casket. Its beady eyes fixed on the threads linking Father to everyone who loved him; the silk still shone. I saw the spider begin to unweave webbing and feed silk between its spindly mandibles. It severed the thread connecting me to Father, ate until its abdomen was engorged with silk, and then moved on to Mama’s thread. I shouted, “No!”

Mama looked at me, angry and flustered. “Tam,” she hissed. “Not now!”

The spider released the silky link between Mama and Father without breaking it, and it clucked its mandibles at me. It clambered off the casket and disappeared underneath it. I ran.

“Tam!” Mama shouted. 

I made it to the hedges outside the temple and squatted there. I cradled the broken thread that once connected me to Father’s casket, and I tried to breathe.

After a while, Aunt Tigress’s girl found me. She settled across the hedges from me, and bunched her coat up around her waist so it didn’t get dirty. She held my hand until my harsh breathing subsided.

“It’s better,” she said.

I blinked. “Who are you? Aunt Tigress doesn’t have kids.”

The girl looked hurt. We were silent for a moment before she said, “Cutting the thread is good. It lets your father sleep.”

I looked closely at her then. She was dark-eyed, with straight, black hair neatly combed into place. She looked Chinese but wasn’t; the shape of her eyes and nose were a little off. Her color, too. Though her brow line was soft, and her lips were plump, I didn’t actually know if she was a girl at all. I wiped snot from my face. “Are you a girl?” I asked.

The girl said, “I don’t remember.” She opened her mouth to say something else—her hand cool against mine—but that was when Aunt Tigress found us.

The girl and I both stood. The girl gripped the back of my jacket, and I smelled a sharp acidic sting of fear.

Aunt Tigress peered past her hat at me. “So, you can still see them, then? Your mama’s prejudice hasn’t killed your open mind?”

“Aunt Tigress,” I said. “What was that spider?”

“It’s a harmless feeder of grief. It helps people cut ties.” She nodded at the girl beside me. “And this one? Do you recognize it?”

I shook my head. “Who is she?”

Aunt Tigress chuckled. “Just sour leftovers. Sometimes, they can be useful. Sometimes, they outlive their usefulness.”

I didn’t know what that meant, but the girl behind me flinched. She trudged shakily back to Aunt Tigress. Even through my grief, the hairs on my arms rose and I felt there was something wrong. There was something more jagged about Aunt Tigress than my memories of her.

“Aunt Tigress,” I asked, “what happened to your leg?”

“This?” Aunt Tigress put a hand on her leg. “You remember the things I used to show you. The night hunt, the lord and his hunters. Do you remember our last night together? What were we looking for?”

I frowned. “We were looking for the lord’s bird. Did you finally summon it?”

“The lord’s favorite bird,” Aunt Tigress sneered, and spat in the dirt. She kneaded her knee and seemed fierce and happy all at once. “I found it. Thought it’d be a pretty prize, like a jade quail or canary . . . well, the lord might be on the hunt but not for a lost pet. I found this massive, mountain-moving raptor with eyes that can see through multiple worlds. Its wings clap thunder, and it flies as fast as lightning. I got a claw in, but then it was gone. If I want that bird, I’ll have to find a workaround.” Her face pinched and wrinkled. “Then the lord found me. He gored my leg for stealing his quarry. He turned the whole hunt on me. I’ve never lost so thoroughly in my life. I have to lay low and hide my scent for a while. But skin me sideways if I let them get away with all this.”

“Are you all right?”

“No, I’m not. I need more. I need to become more than just . . . this. And cub, you’re all I have left.” Tigress’s voice broke, and the whites of her eyes were webbed with red capillaries. “Won’t you help me?”

My shoulders tensed. I stepped back and said, “I don’t like that stuff anymore.”

Tigress laughed, and something scathing grated at the back of her throat. “I doubt that. Call me when you change your mind.”

Aunt Tigress didn’t say good-bye. She shepherded her kid away. The girl walked unsteadily, like she was unused to two legs. The girl looked over her shoulder at me once, longing. Her expression and gait lingered in my memory long after Mama came to herd me in directions of her own.

• • •

In the days after Father’s funeral, I watched Mama grieve. I watched her pull and pull on the silk thread linking her to Father, whose ashes sat next to his photograph in our living room. If Father left a ghost, or if he felt the tug, he never answered, and Mama didn’t return to work. Instead, she remembered Father with her fingers, her voice, her gestures. She tripped on the thread and got it tangled around her arms when she cooked. The silk built thick and cloying across her face, stuck between her limbs until she was sluggish, until she spent hours each morning peeling herself out of bed against a thousand cobwebs. Eventually, she wove a silk cocoon and strung herself between the corners of the room she used to share with Father. I brought her meals for a week. Afterward, running through a list of contacts in Father’s notebook, I looked up Aunt Tigress’s kiosk and called her number.

“I’m busy. Sheila hates my guts, and you said you didn’t like my work anymore. Why should I help?” Aunt Tigress asked. “What do I get out of it?”

I was twelve, so I breathed snot and wet words into the phone. I said, “Please, please.”

Aunt Tigress heaved a sigh. “All right, cub. Here’s what you do.”

That night, I took my green plastic scissors into the bath until they were warm. I dipped them in salt and vinegar, wrapped a terry-cloth towel that still smelled like Father around my waist, and climbed into Mama’s bed. I cut through the strands of silk, pulled loose the knots around Mama’s throat so she could breathe. It took most of the night, until my arms ached, and I lost the scissors in the funnel of silk and blankets.

I woke to morning sunlight. My arms were wound around Mama’s shoulders and my knees between her thighs. Mama’s eyes opened, and she pressed her cheek into the pillow. I’d missed her smile.   

“Hi,” Mama whispered.

“Hello,” I said, and pulled the last thread of Father from Mama’s heart.  
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LITTLE DEMON

小魔稱王

When Father died, there was only one prominent lawyer for the supernatural in Calgary. Eight years later, after dismantling all the competition, there is still only one lawyer who can probate Aunt Tigress’s estate and affairs.

Aunt Tigress’s lawyer, a woman named Delilah Little, runs “Little Laws: Unconventional Wills and Litigations.” “Unconventional” here means her regular clientele ranges from new-age hippies, eccentrics hoping to pass companies to their cats, to ghosts and monsters older than law itself. Over the phone, Miss Little has a voice like gravel beneath a locomotive train. She has an accent too—the pretentious kind: South African or Ghanaian, or something older than youthful Calgary by the waterside. She works out of a top-floor office in a downtown designer skyscraper.

Mama and I arrive on a sunny Saturday afternoon. An enormous glass python guards the building, coils wrapped down the skyscraper walls. It suns itself and casts rainbow-hued reflections into the alleyways. Its car-sized eyes open a slit, and it barely stirs as we wince through downtown parking and shuffle into the building.

On the elevator ride up, Mama fills my ears with reasons I shouldn’t trust lawyers. “We need to be on the same side in this,” she tells me. “Against them.”

“But Mama, Miss Little knew Father,” I say. “She gave me a faery once.”   

Mama frowns as the elevator doors open. “I don’t remember this.”

After Father’s funeral, Miss Little gave me a dandelion sprite in a jar. It had a soft white halo that lit up all the dark corners of my room and all the creatures I imagined were lurking there, waiting to kill me like they killed Father. I stared at that light night after night until, eventually, I stopped looking for the thing that crashed our car. After I could sleep again, I’d uncorked the jar and let the slender seedling flee out of my window like Miss Little instructed. That was a mistake. Arrow-veined weeds overtook our backyard, choking out grass and perennials. I’d been terrified Mama would find out, and spent a month pulling dandelions after midnight. Some of the roots were as thick as my wrists when I pulled them from the soil, and the flowers shouted angry gibberish at me. I’d cut up my hands on the teeth of their leaves. Mama had been too busy pulling at the silk that bound her to Father. She didn’t notice anything I did.

“It was after Father died, and I couldn’t sleep in the dark. You said I was too old for a night light.” My throat closes, and my voice is hoarse. “You don’t remember because you didn’t leave your room much those months.” It isn’t an accusation, but it comes out like one.

Mama reels back like I hit her. She closes her mouth. Her hand cups at the hollow of her chest, where ragged silk strands are worn thin against her low-cut blouse. Her eyes redden, and I cannot tell if the sadness in her gaze is equal parts fury.

I reach toward her. “Mama . . .”

She pulls away, ducking through the doors to the office lounge. “Let’s get this over with. Afterward, we’ll go home and talk.”

We wait seventeen minutes in Miss Little’s lounge. Mama is distant, brooding, so I fidget and watch the receptionist answer phones. Whenever she smiles, a hint of green scales glitters along her chin.

The incubus grows impatient, wheeling in drunken circles around me before nestling limply into my hair. It doesn’t speak but tugs feebly on a tuft of my bangs to protest. Its unease echoes my own. “Hey,” I hiss, “when I wanted to leave you at home, you clipped yourself to my keychain. This is your own fault. You wanted to come.”

The incubus releases my hair and sulks.

A laugh from beside me.

I turn to find a youth, maybe in high school or junior high. He wears a too-large sweater, with seams sitting in all the wrong places. His black hair is combed neatly back, behind his ears, and is longer than fashionable. He carries a tray cluttered with tea bags, packets of instant coffee, and stacked cat mugs. He has a wide-set face, comfortably hosting a smile. Something in his dark gaze is very quiet.

“Um . . .” The youth scratches his head sheepishly. “Would you . . . like something to drink?”

“Please. Water,” I say. Mama glances at the youth from the corner of her eye, but she says nothing.

The youth pours Mama a mug of hot water with a lime wedge—Mama’s usual order at restaurants. Instead of water, he serves me a tall coffee, adding sugar, ice cubes, and a thick tail of milk. I drink coffee from a mug with a grumpy Persian cat decal. The faint sweetness between ice tastes like the hot sun over caramel riverbeds in early January. The nerves inside me, at Aunt Tigress’s death and Mama’s bladed attitude, pull a little looser. I wonder if the boy is psychic.

“You’d make a good bartender,” I tell him.

“I’m underage.”

“Oh.”

The youth squirms through an awkward silence. His fringes fall into his eyes and tangle with long lashes. “You have a cute friend.” He points to the incubus, who had crawled into my folded lap and now quivers there, braced between my kneecaps. I’d gotten a dollop of coffee on its wings.

“It’s not mine,” I say. The incubus gives me a dirty look and grooms its braided hair.

“I don’t think it knows that,” the youth says, looking at the frail pink-hued thread linking my chest to the incubus.

I don’t know when that started. I pat the incubus once and change the subject. “If you’re underage, aren’t you too young to work here?”

The briefest of pauses, and then the youth’s smile, though still slight and sweet, becomes entirely forced. “I signed a contract with Miss Little.”

I open my mouth to ask, but Mama cuts in, “Stop bothering my daughter. Is your boss ready for us yet?” The vitriol in her voice sends goosebumps down my spine.

“Tamara Lin, right? I’ll go check.” The youth pulls abruptly away and hurries off.

“Mama!” I exclaim. “He just works here.”

Mama snorts.

“Not everyone here is supernatural. He’s just a human who can see.”

Mama waves a hand. “I know that. They have color-coded name tags. The receptionist is green. Water boy is blue.”

I hadn’t noticed. I wring my hands. “Then are you acting like this because he’s First Nations?”

“Enough.” Mama raises her voice, and my heart squeezes. Her words are pinched and hoarse. “We have enough problems without you and Paul ragging on me all the time.”

The receptionist glares at us, but can’t understand our conversation, low and in Chinese.

I find myself shaking, as I do whenever Mama shouts. I roll the cold coffee mug against the already-healed cuts on my wrist, and I look at my feet.

• • •

Eventually, a well-dressed man with slicked-back hair and enormous sunglasses walks out of Miss Little’s office. He moves carefully, and his long pianist fingers are tipped with neatly trimmed nails. He puts on a long coat and cocks his head at us.

“Excuse me,” he mutters. His features are vaguely familiar, and he smells like petrichor from rain and young grasses. He takes a ratty blue umbrella with no handle off the wall and taps his way out into the hall. He is blind, I realize.

The youth appears behind the man, his tray of cat mugs clattering. “Miss Little is ready to see you now,” he says and scurries away before Mama can say anything else to him.

As we enter her office, the incubus darts into my purse, folding its iridescent wings very small to hide under my wallet. A table of dark espresso wood with thick knots takes up the bulk of the room, and walls of dark shelves host leather-bound volumes. Miss Little has winter skylights, succulents in eclectic ceramics, and bookends of taxidermy birds and bats. Sultry perfume and smoke hang overhead. I quietly resent the granite floors flecked with gold, and the wrinkled drake-leather of the chairs—more expensive than anything we ever owned, even back when Father still lived.

Miss Little stands behind the table.

When Father died, Miss Little was a tall woman with thigh-high boots. Now, eight years later, Miss Little is shorter than I am, with a coiled cascade of dark hair down her back and inhumanly frail limbs that seem unsturdy under the weight of her looming presence. Her earrings cut the smoky air.

“Sheila, I can’t say I’m glad to see you, given the circumstances,” Miss Little says. She leans against the edge of her table and puts a loose curl of hair back behind her ears. “But you’ve been in my thoughts.”

Mama remains standing, towering over Miss Little. She folds her arms and corrects, “It’s Ms. Lin. And here I hoped my husband’s death would be the last time I saw you.”

Her husband, Mama still says, even after Stepdad dearest and all the years since we put Father’s ashes on our mantel. I wonder if anyone will cut a corner of orange scarf into Aunt Tigress’s casket.

“Your husband was very dear to the community. I considered Tiger a friend.” Miss Little smiles at me. “I’m sorry for your loss, Tam. Did your night terrors ever come back?”

“Um . . . no . . .” Now that I am older, I notice the steam clinging to the immense windows and the heat in the room. My arms fold tightly, and my fingers trace my elbows. I stare at the heat distortions along Little’s body and the circle of yarn around her ring finger.

Mama squeezes my shoulder and says, “We’re not close with the deceased. We don’t need all this preamble.”

“Sure,” Miss Little says, amicably. She slides a stack of too-many pages across the table. “We’re here to talk about Tigress. As you know, she has no other living relatives, so she’s left everything to Tam Lin. It’s my job to make sure you make an informed decision regarding any inheritance or requests. We’ll go over the value and workings of Tigress’s kiosk business, and run through her assets, suppliers, and securities. Tam is the executor, so she will also need to review details about who to contact for burial or cremation.”

“My husband told me what you are.” Mama crosses her arms. “There’s nothing to talk about. We’re just here to disclaim, and we only have an hour in our parking meter.”

“Then at the very least, we’ll need Tam to make a decision regarding a couple of Tigress’s more specialized assets. This, in particular, concerns me.” Miss Little retrieves a shoebox from under the table and sets it carefully between us. The cardboard of the shoebox is wet and dark in places, and a foul stench of decay and hunger permeates through the lid. From my purse, the incubus peers out.

Mama recoils, even as I lean forward, drawn by the scent and sharp pulse of danger.

The corners of the shoebox are scratched and worn. The torso of the box is reinforced with duct tape. There are characters branded into the wet lid of it. Not Chinese. At least, nothing I recognize. I take the box and find it heavier than I expected. The dampness is cold to the touch. “There are seals on the lid . . . What is it?”

“The seals are already broken,” Miss Little says. “It doesn’t open from the outside, but whatever is inside will come out when it wants to.”

Mama’s lips are white and tightly pinched. “You should be able to dispose of this for us.”

Miss Little shakes her head. “I’m afraid most witchery and paraphernalia I handle are written in some manner of Latin. Half of them have tarot arcanas or pentagrams. I don’t have the expertise for this, and Tigress’s project is too volatile for me to experiment on. I can call in someone with more experience, but in the meantime, you have two options, Tam. One, contact experts in your own communities to dispose of it. Or two, acknowledge the risks and keep it.” Miss Little gives the barest glance outside to the red sky and swollen clouds. Her voice dips. “It might help in the days to come.”

“Fine. We’ll take the box to Mr. Li. Are you done?” Mama asks and taps at the will. She still doesn’t sit. “Where do we sign off?”

The shoebox grows colder.

I feel the room heat up around us. Fog and smoke creep back into the windows. Outside, the glass python tightens its coils and the building crunches around us. Miss Little slides her fingers across her polished wooden table, leaving char marks. “Ms. Lin,” she begins, looking at Mama, “you’re not old family, but we’d hoped you would understand the gravity of all this. The sky is on fire. Neither the night hunt nor the lord closed off the path into the in-between realm. We’ll feel the impact of these changes soon. Humans are not separate from us, from this.” Miss Little shrugs, and cuts Mama off before she can retort. “I understand your disdain, but it has no place here. This is your daughter’s decision. You’re only here as a courtesy.”

Mama doesn’t blush, but her fingertips dig into the table edge. “I’m still her mother. And your threats don’t scare me. We left all of this behind when I signed that nondisclosure about my own husband’s death.”

I swallow, box in hand. “Miss Little,” I ask, “Is . . . is the lord dead?”   

Is it just me? Or does Miss Little look a hair shorter than before? Her perfectly fitted cardigan suddenly sits loose around her shoulders, and her sleeves climb up the backs of her hands. The tiny woman breathes deeply, straightens, and is her normal size again. “Probably not,” she says quietly. “The lord embodies the health of this land. If he died, we’d see much more than a red sunrise.”

“Is it related, Miss Little?” I whisper. “The red sky and my aunt’s death?”

“Tam!” Mama hisses. “Tam, you said the rest of it has nothing to do with us.”

The quirk at the corner of Miss Little’s glossed lips is sly. Miss Little says, “Ms. Lin, maybe you’re dismissive because the police haven’t been forthcoming. Maybe you don’t know how Tigress died.”

Mama scowls. “Ghosts? Delinquent gangs? Bucket of soapy water? Does it matter?”

Miss Little sets her phone on the table and swipes until she reaches a set of photos. She passes the phone to us. I catch the images from the corner of my eye and gag. Miss Little’s voice is matter of fact. “They found the Tigress in her home, in bed, skinned. Only the skin remains. The police released no official statement due to the disturbing and occult nature of the murder. And if you don’t know who killed her, or whether Tam is in similar danger, then I would say . . . Yes, it matters a great deal.”

My mind pulls very thin and frazzled between my eardrums. Mama turns the phone away from me and thrusts it back across the table to Miss Little.

I don’t know why it surprises me that Aunt Tigress met a violent end. Hairs sweep up across the backs of my arms, and the skin of my palms and lips feel hot. I think of the Suit that attacked me outside my home. Did the Suit kill Aunt Tigress?

Veins throb against my eyelids. There is a faint headache between my temples, and I hear the sound of water in my ears. From a distance, Mama scoffs, “Is this supposed to scare us into compliance?”

“It should scare you, Ms. Lin. It scares me.” Miss Little skims the top sheet off an oversized Post-it pad and writes, neat as a Corsiva font. “Even if you disclaim, let me leave you the contact information for a jack-of-all-trades we keep on retainer, and the security company we use.”

“And we’re just supposed to believe you want to help? Because that’s what your kind does?”

“You haven’t much experience with old families, have you?” Miss Little asks. “Some of us thrive in these changing human societies. Others are less adaptable. There’s not enough of us to not help each other.”

“But enough of you to murder each other?” Mama mutters under her breath to me. Chinese.

Murder. In Chinese, the word sounds like metal unsheathing, sounds like sharks and sand and water.

My breathing grows panicked. I try to focus on the cold shoebox on my lap. Alien characters jump and jumble. I think it is in my head, that the seals aren’t actually swimming and contorting across the box. Whenever I close my eyes, I see the Suit shambling toward me. The healed cuts on my wrist tingle. If the Suit entered my house that night, would he have filled my lungs and stomach with boiling water, melted my innards, and left my skin for Mama and Paul to find in the morning?

Under the table, Mama finds my hand and clutches it.

Miss Little comes around the table and sticks the Post-it note on Aunt Tigress’s will. “Contact our Jack. He may be able to help you find out what happened to your aunt,” she says. “In return, we hope you might help us find out what’s wrong with the sky.”

I watch her thin fingertips, and the plump of her lips. I remember the underaged youth with cat mugs: his downcast eyes and the contract he signed with Miss Little. I lick sweet coffee from my bottom lip and straighten. “Miss Little,” I rasp. “Can you look at me for a moment?”

She quirks her head and lets me look into her eyes. I look. Really look, in a way that reminds me of Father’s hand on my shoulder, and his voice by my ear. I look at Miss Delilah Little like a Magic Eye illusion—like I was looking for silk threads—until patterns rise from her smoky-eyed face. Until I sweat and red blisters swell across my arms and the skin above my breasts. I blink and look away.

Mama may not know much about old families, but as usual, she knows best.

“I see,” I say. “Miss Little, you’re very experienced at this, aren’t you? At making contracts.”

Miss Little’s eyes are kind when she smiles. “If I make you nervous, I’d be happy to sign you over to another firm. You can disclaim and be done with me, but I assure you, I have no intention of trifling with a tigress, even a nursing whelp. And there is no walking away from the color in the sky for any of us.”

I squeeze the shoebox, touch the frayed corners and the dampness at the base of it. “No, we’re fine,” I say and pick up the pen Miss Little set by Aunt Tigress’s will. “I’ll take everything Aunt Tigress left me. I’ll arrange her memorial. And I’ll look into her murder.”

“Tam.” Mama’s voice holds an edge.

“Don’t worry, Mama,” I say. It is the first time, in a long time, that I can remember defying her so directly. My fingers shake around the pen. I swallow and look Mama in the eyes. “I’m not afraid.”

As far as anyone can be unafraid when making a deal with something like Delilah Little.
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TIGER’S ACCESSORY

為虎作悵

“So let me get this straight,” Janet says. She sprawls across my bed, with her legs crossed and turning the cold, wet shoebox between her long fingers. Red hair splays out across my peach-colored sheets. “Your lawyer is a demon. You think the Suit from Angela’s killed your aunt, who was literally a tiger, and somehow, all this is related to the red sky?”

I nod. “Yes.”

“Is she an actual demon? Should I be worried if you start speaking Latin?”

“Ah, no,” I reassure her. “Demons are just old ones or lords worshipped before the rise of major religions. They’re more social than most old ones, and they’re created by a shining progenitor. Miss Little’s nice.”

It is a Sunday morning, and I sit rigid on my bedside chair. Most of my attention focuses on Janet’s toes sprawled against the chair arm. There are gold stars painted on her toenails. The incubus hunts dust bunnies under the bed, occasionally emerging to check where I am before submerging again. Aunt Tigress’s will is on my table, crowded between stacks of botany textbooks.

Paul and Mama attend church two blocks away, in a parish dominated by Cantonese believers, where Paul’s brown hair stands out in the pews. Apparently, he is propositioned every other month, and Mama sometimes threatens to sell him off for dowry. Paul always laughs, but that’s because he thinks Mama is joking.

I don’t attend church, not since a colony of red rust moved into the pipe organ. Every time a key was struck, the colony let out a putrid, acidic odor that only I could smell. Mama’s church friends still gossip about the time Ms. Lin’s daughter puked because she was allergic to Christmas carols.

Janet doesn’t think much of churches. Janet doesn’t think much of Mama either, so when she called and suggested coming over for breakfast, I didn’t mention where Mama and Paul had gone.

“Say I believe all your stories. Are you a tiger?” Janet’s eyes are very wide and bright. “Like, is it a once-a-month sort of deal, or an I-wouldn’t-like-you-when-you’re-angry sort of thing?”

“Um . . . we wear skins to transform.” Legends say tigers eat children and keep their fingers as snacks. Sometimes, they draw faces on sleeves of human skin to make masks.

“Like selkies? Is there a Stoker or Shelley version?”

“There’s a nursery rhyme. And a movie.”

Janet reaches for my forearm, eyes glittering behind thick lashes. “Can we watch? Or you can sing for me.”

I pull away. “Be serious.”

Janet’s long (possibly Korean-imported) lashes flutter down to shade her eyes. She folds her hands beneath her breasts. “All right, if your aunt’s a tiger, what could’ve killed her?”

Lords. Old ones. Cars. Firecrackers. Prepubescent girls with pots of boiling oil. I think of the mottled skin left from Aunt Tigress’s corpse, split from throat to belly. The photograph didn’t show much detail. My mind supplies all the gore. “A lot. No happy endings for monsters, I guess.”

Janet watches my pale face from the bed. She nudges my botany textbooks aside and rifles through the will for the Post-it note Miss Little gave me. A moment later, she has her phone pressed against her cheek, grinning that same wide grin from Angela’s that shows a left dimple.

“Who are you calling?” I ask, not yet alarmed.

“Hello, Mr. Jack-of-all-Trades?” she says, voice sickly sweet. “My name is Janet Child, speaking on behalf of a Miss Tam Lin. Oh! You know the name? Good. Well, we were referred to your office, and we’d like your help tracking down a murderer who wears a fancy suit and a fuck ton of hair gel, and skins his victims. Can you help us?”

Face hot, I reach for the phone. “Janet! Janet, that’s . . .”

Presumptuous, but I’ve never protested anything from Janet, and I don’t start now. In the ensuing half-tussle, my elbow brushes the side of her bra and I smell strawberry and mint shampoo in her hair. I release Janet and retreat back to the chair, feeling hot down to my palms and my fingers. My lips tingle.

I listen as Janet arranges to meet at Aunt Tigress’s home. Her voice is pitched higher on the phone, slow and deliberate like an automated message. I watch her crossed feet tap against my pillow, flashing the stars on her toenails. When Janet finishes, she looks pointedly at me, but I don’t know what she wants. 

My voice comes out a whisper. “What are you doing?”

“You think your aunt’s killer is after you.” It isn’t a question.

I gawk. “I haven’t decided whether to go or not. Janet, you can’t just . . .”

“I can’t just . . . what?” Janet holds my gaze as she speaks, and I feel dissected. “If I overstepped, and if you want to cancel on him, do it fast. He says he’ll get police permission, and I imagine that’s a long, potentially supernatural process.”

I say nothing. 

“I’m thinking you’ve got a Ph.D. in mixed signals,” Janet continues. “And I’m beginning to suspect that you’d let me get away with murder without even an ‘I’m disappointed’ or a ‘killing people is bad.’ Prove me wrong.”

“I’d love to,” I say, and my tone would be defiant if, you know, I manage anything over my usual thirty decibels. But Janet isn’t wrong. I’m terrified of her moving on to more novel girls in more interesting classes. Were it not for the ghosts, I suspect Janet would never have noticed me. “Is this still about the ghosts?”

Janet rolls her eyes. “Honey, this is so not about ghosts. There’s a supernatural killer after you. Do you want to go to your aunt’s place to find clues or not? Red light or green light?”

Does the part of me that is a tiger make it harder to understand humans? I grit my teeth, and reach for my purse. Really, Janet is right. It’s not always easy to fit Aunt Tigress’s life or Father’s life into neat clauses and between the three-centimeter margins of a signed will. I should at least find Aunt Tigress’s orange scarf and cut a corner of it into her casket. “Let’s go then.”

Janet frowns. “Is that really what you want? Or is that just what you think I want?” She doesn’t get up. “Meeting’s not for another two hours, anyway.”

I give Janet a look to wither the sunflowers on her leggings. I pat the pebble strung around my neck. I pocket yellow Post-it notes and a permanent marker. I tuck the wet shoebox under one arm. “If we’re going to go, it has to be before Mama gets back and sees you.”

“You think I’m afraid of your mother?” Janet scoffs, and then thinks for a moment. “Very perceptive.”

We meet Mama on our way out the front door. Her lips curl down when she sees Janet, and her shoulder blades pinch toward her neck. “She’s here again?” she asks, pointedly using Chinese.

Janet scowls.

Paul lumbers up behind Mama and opens his mouth before changing his mind. He doesn’t speak much Chinese, but understands most of what Mama and I say. He pats me on the shoulder once before pushing past us.

“I need to find Aunt Tigress’s scarf,” I say. In English. “Settle a few things.”

“You need the car?” Paul calls from the kitchen.

Mama blinks. “You don’t need anything.” Chinese.

Me to Paul, “We’re fine,” and then to Mama, “It’s important. I should find it before anyone else does. Father—” English.

“This has nothing to do with your father. Also, we need to talk about that will, and your lawyer.” Chinese, louder.

“Lin Mama,” Janet interrupts. “We’re going.” Chinese.

Mama stiffens and closes her mouth. When I look at Janet in astonishment, she taps the phone in her pocket and gestures to the earbud hidden under her hair. I wonder how many times she listened to the stilted voice of Google translate, all for a moment to show up my mother. Janet glances at me, wide-eyed and mock innocent. My lips twitch.

Janet calls into the house. “Paul, want to come?” English.

“If that’s your car in the driveway, no thanks.” Paul has already migrated to the living room and sunk into the couch, with his socked feet on the coffee table and an orange-salad sandwich with lettuce instead of bread on a lightly broken plate.

Janet gives Paul the finger. She looks Mama in the eyes and says, “You know, you and my mom should really meet sometime. I’ll bring popcorn.”

We leave Mama on the doorstep. Her shoulders are tense, and her face looks older. I feel a twinge of guilt, but not even that snuffs the smile from my face.

• • •

Janet’s monstrosity chokes down Deerfoot Trail, clatters left, and veers into the far swing of the city until well-groomed trees standing in perfect attendance turn into duckling-yellow grass. We plunge past patches of ice and spikes and hedges. Snow falls eclectically, staying a few minutes against the ground before melting. Where the red of the sky is striped with clouds, we veer south again, to neat lots of mobile housing.

I don’t know what I expect from Aunt Tigress’s single-wide home, but it isn’t white lattice and neat fences and honey-colored sidings, nor gardens of wilted root vegetables and things with no magic to speak of. Without the sharp scent of chicken blood in the potted soil, or traces of buried bones beneath the stalks of withered sunflowers, I wouldn’t have dreamed this was a tiger’s place at all.

I breathe in deeply and ask, “Where’s the jack?”

Janet checks her phone and shrugs. “Says the train’s late.”

 “He’s coming by transit?”

 “I know, right? How do you survive in Calgary without a car?”

 “You barely have a car,” I point out.

 “Don’t insult my car,” Janet snarls. “Not when she’s keeping half a tub of rocky road safe in her trunk for us.”

Sure enough, there is a cooler with beer and ice cream in the trunk, next to my cardboard box. As snow thickens in the sky around us, we sit on the hood of her car and Janet teaches me the futility of excavating ice cream with plastic spoons. She doesn’t sit close enough to touch, but close enough to insinuate.

At one point, a neighbor passes by and mutters something under his breath. I hold Janet back from retaliating. I feel her pulse beneath her warm shoulder. “We don’t have to be scared of shit,” she says, to which I reply, “And my grandmama could’ve killed every human on her mountain, but she didn’t.” Janet is appeased, being compared to Grandmama. The man disappears into the nearest double-wide, but a moment later, his narrowed eyes appear in the window. Janet settles for making unblinking eye contact, spreading her legs, and licking ice cream from her spoon very slowly. When she reaches for my spoon, the man disappears from the window. “Sicko,” Janet says, and hands me a loaded spoonful.

I laugh.

Janet peers at me out of the corner of her eye. “So, you’re not upset about your aunt passing?”

I swallow ice cream. I don’t think I’m upset, and if I am, it doesn’t show on my face. “Like Mama says, she’s a witch.”

When the jack-of-all-trades arrives, he finds Janet and me swinging our feet from the car hood, with frost crusting on our bangs and speaking between chattering teeth and grand gestures of plastic spoons. He is out of breath and disheveled, wearing a too-solemn black coat and glasses. Familiar. I stare. “Why are you here?”

The youth from Miss Little’s office—sans coffee mugs and color-coded name tag—scratches his head. “Sorry. Am I not who you expected?”

I shake my head, trying to reconcile this solemn, suited boy with Miss Little’s jack-of-all-trades.

“You’re certainly not who I expected,” Janet grins. “You got a name to go with that fancy Windsor knot?”

“I do.” The youth presents a plain business card.

Janet takes it and laughs. “Your name is actually Jack?”

I glance over Janet’s shoulder. “Jack Little?”

Jack’s head tips down twice like a drinking bird. “That’s what it says.”

I decide not to ask questions. Instead, I hike the collar of my coat higher and lick the last of the rocky road from behind my tongue. “Do you have the keys?”

 Jack produces from his pocket a round, flat key on a Piglet keychain. He steps up to Aunt Tigress’s door and unlocks it.

I crowd behind Jack and duck under the door frame. We enter the narrow space where my aunt spent the last years of her life. Black flies flee in all directions, slipping into boxes or under the peeling linoleum and peering out with white-flecked eyes. Musty incense smoke pools against the ceiling; the smell of a hundred magicks.

I blink, and pause at the door to remember Aunt Tigress’s sunflower seeds and orange scarf, her broken English and her back when I tailed behind her.

A long couch lined with sheepskin. Half a kitchen. Across the main room, a claw-marked door barely hides a torn mattress and boxes, boxes, boxes. There is dust in the light through floral curtains. Winter blows through a cracked window above the kitchen stove, rattling the skeletons of five-fingered lizards and birds with ropey tails.

A pale curved horn sits on a side table, tapered point gleaming and shadows tiptoeing around it. It is a bison’s horn, but pearly white instead of dark keratin, stained with moving patterns of black ink. The horn catches our attentions, even Janet’s. Just for a moment, my breath catches, and I wonder . . . but no. That’s impossible.

I tear my eyes away and shuffle through the door, looking around for sharp edges and signs of a struggle. I say, “Try not to touch anything yet.”

Too late, of course. Janet has already plopped into the ratty sheep couch. “Jack,” she says. “So, are you like Tam? Can you see this supernatural stuff? Anything weird here?”

Jack closes the door behind him. He looks up at the swinging skeletons, at the tails of insects wedged under clutter, and finally at the incubus hanging off Janet’s purse strap. “There’s a child of many colors.”

Janet puts both hands on her knees and leans forward. “Sounds like Christmas.”

“He’s . . . a child with yellow hair, maybe the length of my hand. He has shiny, powdery wings, like a moth. He feeds off emotions and his skin turns different colors. White if he feeds off anger, or blue if he feeds on hunger . . .”

“So, like a mood ring?”

“It’s the incubus,” I say. “And don’t listen to Jack. It’s like a naked Tinkerbell with a scorpion tail. Acts like a pet mosquito. Keeps drinking oxytocin from my arms, and right now, it’s trying to steal the lip gloss from your purse.” Caught in the act, the incubus lets the lip gloss roll next to Janet’s feet and darts into my pocket. It glares at me from between the fabric.

“Tinkerbell has good taste. It’s birthday cake flavored.”

I look at Janet’s mouth and imagine birthday cakes. I pivot on one heel before Janet can catch me staring. Instead, I peer around the open cupboards and scan the unlabeled contents.

“So, you have a story, Jack?” Janet asks from the couch. She picks up an IKEA cup with a chipped lip and rattles the iron coins inside. “A dad who’s on the tail of a quarter or a cousin who flies like an owl? Is yours a family thing too?”

“They’re gone now,” Jack says.

A pause from Janet. “I’m sorry. Was it recent?”

“My family? I mean, they’re gone for me. I’m . . . cut off from them. I haven’t seen them in almost ten years. I don’t remember their names.”

I look over my shoulder in time to see Janet lean forward, heated and ready for injustice. “You literally don’t remember names? Why the hell not? Amnesia? Brainwashing?”

“No.” Jack’s voice is small. “I work for Miss Little.” Reluctance. Even a tiger can detect that in Jack’s tone.

Janet breathes out heavily. She doesn’t apologize. Not in so many words. “Okay, fuck. I suck at this. I should just mind my own business.”

Jack’s head dips lower.

“Janet,” I call, “since you’ve already touched everything. Can you help me find vinegar?”

“Say please, love.” Not missing a beat, Janet swings up from the couch and rifles through the cupboards above the dirty stovetop. She avoids Jack’s eyes. Her voice is a sliver too loud. “Nothing’s labeled. Not even in Chinese. Tam, what do you need vinegar for?”

“I think it’s the jug second from the left, there.” Jack looks up at the open cupboard.

Janet rolls her eyes. “Why would anyone need four liters of vinegar?” But when she uncaps the milk jug, sour vinegar wafts out between us.

“Vinegar purifies. Pour some on my hands, please,” I instruct, holding my palms over the greasy dishes in the sink and above a strainer full of bloated instant noodles. Though Janet’s smile turns vaguely mocking, she pours me a dribble. And, after Jack asks for a splash, she wets her own fingers with it.

I flick vinegar from under my nails and wade waist-deep into boxes. I enter the inner room and climb the ladder to Aunt Tigress’s nest of blankets. There is a brown stain on her bed, midway down from her pillow. I sit cross-legged on the clean end of the mattress, which smells like Aunt Tigress’s herbs and rotten meat, and leaf through the shawls and cardigans in a box by her pillow. The coarse weaves and earthy colors remind me of my father’s clothes. Fall colors, to bring out the occasional gleam of animal orange in tiger eyes.

“What are you looking for?” Janet calls up.

“A scarf. Orange and black. Or it might look like a shawl.” I pause. “It was Grandmama’s.”

“Is this the selkie skin you talked about? That would be mind-blowing, but . . .” Janet runs French manicured fingertips along a ceramic pot with a dead goldfish planted among Christmas ornaments. “Is your aunt a hoarder?”

I laugh.

Aunt Tigress used to live in an eclectic one bedroom apartment that was always too hot or too cold. I remember she kept a tall aquarium with dozens of boneless and colorless ghosts inside. We ate one for family dinner once, and Mama got food poisoning from it. Once, I’d bought mollies to add color to the tank, but they were immediately ripped apart and eaten.

No room for aquariums here, in a prefab home held up by chipped white pickets and frayed lattices. Knowing Aunt Tigress, her orange scarf might be tucked anywhere—under a seat cushion, jammed in a fish bowl, or knotted around the pipe under her bathroom sink. All I find in her boxes are mottled skirts and business jackets with thick shoulder pads and ornate cuffs and buttons. Very thick stockings tangle around jars of green-eyed marbles. A belt with fake gemstones, a gift-shop aboriginal mantle, a rain stick, and purses of moldy chicken nails.

We search, and when Jack doesn’t think I am looking, he searches as well. He looks in boxes Janet’s already checked, and then removes his shoes to stand on the couch back and brush through the skeletons overhead. Eventually, he settles for taking the white horn and turning it over to inspect the attachment site. The prismatic shadows cast by the horn flitter up his arms.

Janet soon grows bored with searching. She swaggers into the dirty bathroom. I hear running water. She emerges excited, dragging a massive hardwood chest by one corner. The chest is severe, with straight lines and harsh, dented corners. White, soft weathering is stark against the dark, stained wood grains.

“Found this hidden under the laundry basket,” Janet says. “It’s locked. We need one of those three-number combinations. Might be important.”

I drop a bundle of moth-eaten animal skins and approach. Janet tips the chest slightly until we hear the trill of glass from inside. “Secret liquor stash?” Janet suggests.

“My aunt, she was . . .” I think of Tigress’s teas and brews for eczema. “Aunt Tigress knew her way around herbal brews: potions for fertility, virility, fortune . . . but especially poisons. She specializes . . . specialized . . . in poison.”

Janet glances at the shelves mounted above the stove and scoffs. “Let’s hope she keeps her poisons better than her vinegars, and not in unmarked bottles. Has she never heard of a Sharpie?”

The chest latch is sealed with red, scrawling words. I wipe them off with a sleeve, and take the combination lock in hand.

“I don’t have the combination,” I realize. I wonder if Aunt Tigress felt abandoned. I imagine her here the night of the attack. I imagine her dying alone. “I don’t know any significant numbers she would use.”

“We can take it to a shop,” Jack suggests, voice elsewhere. His gaze remains on the bones strung overhead.

 “It’s just a combination lock. I got this,” Janet says. “Help me lift this onto the couch. Why is this so heavy?” Together, we grip the metal handles on either side of the chest and heave it onto the ratty couch. Glass chitters inside. Janet sinks down next to the lock, and rests the edge of the chest against her knee. Her finger slips through the U-shaped lock shackle, and she fiddles with the dial.

“You can pick it?” I ask, amazed.

Janet winks. “You can brute force combination locks,” she says, and leans her ear toward the lock. “But I have a trick. I’ve had maybe a dozen different locker combos since I was twelve. Used to forget at least one every week.”

“Why did you have that many locks?”

“Competitive sports, mostly. One of my teammates taught me this trick. You spin the dial until you hear the lock click, add five, and you’ve got the first number,” Janet says. “It’ll take a bit. The second number is the trickiest.”

I watch Janet work. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jack shuffle past us. I hear a tremor in his knees. “Jack?”

He doesn’t answer. Instead, he pushes the bathroom door open to reveal the oversized dream catcher hanging next to Aunt Tigress’s mirror. Blue feathers cast a misty haze onto the mirror surface, refracting out into the corners of the washroom. He takes a step. Carefully, he lifts the dream catcher up over its hook and rests it in the crook of his arms.

“I had one like that hanging in my window as a little girl,” I tell him. “I gave it away a long time ago, though.”

Jack’s heartbeat is loud as he studies the dream catcher, running his fingers over the strands. I smell sweat across his palms. An acrid odor of fear, and then—Jack’s shoulders tighten, and he holds himself as still as a lake flattened by hot sun. I no longer smell anything from him at all. Not a stray thought or muscle moves the air around him. His breathing slinks. His eyes slip toward me.

Is Jack afraid of something? Afraid of me? Why isn’t he saying anything?

Oh.

I look up and understand. The dangling skeletons. The braids and medicines and leatherwork. The rainstick, the mantle.

When I was little, Father’s boxes in our garage were filled with tools of his own trade: tarnished many-toned bells, stacks of yellow fu paper, and pairs of bronze night cups. Incense and bamboo scrolls of names and wooden swords borrowed from different trees, with invocations carved in them. A walkman with three hundred and eleven recorded lectures on the rules of heaven, from a seminar class for exorcists that Father attended. A bullet-proof vest, because he consulted once in the States, where one possession had resulted in shots fired.

The tools in Aunt Tigress’s single-wide are stolen. There are no bells or swords or yellow paper talismans, but ragtag pieces from what must’ve been a dozen Indigenous practices, interspersed with animal body parts and wedges cut from old trees. Everything is tinged with a scent of blood and flowers that makes my stomach turn.

Everything here feels obscene and mutilated. If this place repulses me, even after I spent part of my girlhood here, how would Jack feel? Or Janet? 

“Why would Miss Little recommend you, Jack?” Belatedly, I realize it sounds like a complaint. “Are you an exorcist or practitioner too?”

Jack freezes. He looks younger than high school sometimes. He swallows a few times before answering. “Not really.”

“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. My aunt . . . she . . . she wasn’t . . .” I don’t manage an excuse, or an explanation. Instead, I look out the nearest window.

Clouds had pillowed overhead, and the snow stopped. A thick mist builds until it presses yellow up against the doors and windows, obscuring the shrubs and fences and the home next to Aunt Tigress’s. The weather pressure is tremendous, and painful in my ears.

The mist outside is as thick as phlegm. It smells. Of whisky, rotten fruit. Flowers.

“Calgary, right? Messed up weather,” I try.

Jack doesn’t look up. His voice is subdued. “I guess.”

Neither of us say anything more about Aunt Tigress.

Mama always knew Aunt Tigress was no good. And Mama was always right. Here in the graveyard of Aunt Tigress’s depravities, among her trophies, it occurs to me—perhaps I am frightened of humans because of everything my aunt and I did together. Perhaps I’m frightened because Aunt Tigress made me a monster. And humans are occasionally known to kill monsters.
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FRUITS OF THEIR LABOR

因果報孕

種子的故事

Eight years ago, after Father’s death, I started working as an exorcist: a brief and bewildering first job—nearly as strange as being a human teenager.

Father said exorcisms, daoisms, the mystic practices of ghosts and gods took decades of dogged study. I was never one for hard work. Still, because Father was quiet and old and powerful when he talked about his past, I poured through and memorized all of his books. I practiced calligraphy until thick knots rose out of my fingers. In long car rides, Father, Mama, and I sang the names of deities. While other Chinese kids played piano or violin or zither, I learned bells and to pluck the strings of neighboring dimensions.

All of the above got me laughed out of tag games at recess. Father, ultimately, was a stay-at-home dad and not an exorcist. For all of his skills, none of that mattered in Canada where the spirits did not speak his language. The day of the car crash, he had no gods to call upon.

Aunt Tigress, though, didn’t give up. Not after expanding cities chased them from the mountains of Shandong, to rural Taiwan, to an arrival terminal in Vancouver. Not after a one bedroom apartment in downtown Calgary. Not after the limp. Not ever. At the time, I thought I admired her.

That summer, Aunt Tigress picked me up at the bus stop every weekday morning. I slid into her shotgun seat, and she handed me a gnawed clipboard with her clients’ names, addresses, and credit card information. Thereafter, we paid house visits to a gallery of gullible and desperate individuals.

Most of Tigress’s clients did not have supernatural problems, and after I told them so, Aunt Tigress interjected and asserted, in stilted English, that I was young and incompetent. I couldn’t parse the root causes of their issues, but she, alone, could help them. She offered herbal remedies for eczema, musical attunements for unemployment, and spiritual cleansings for sinking house foundations. Where her clients were dubious, it was up to me to explain the nuances of her mystical arts. “Aunt Tigress was the most experienced elder in her village,” I said if they looked at us one way, and if they looked another way, I said she was a Vatican-sanctioned exorcist and showed them a piece of paper.

It was strange, seeing Aunt Tigress that summer. She didn’t wear her orange scarf anymore, and stopped hunting at night. Her encounters with the bird and lord left her with a bad leg. She couldn’t limp up stairs without me, and she struggled in and out of the driver’s seat of her ancient sedan. Also, she wasn’t good with English. She had been so large, for so much of my life, that her vulnerabilities felt strange. She looked older with a limp, and grays snuck into the stripes of her dark hair. She grieved for Father with anger. Every week, she coiled tighter and grinned wider, and her fingers clutched her steering wheel with more loathing. Once, she cursed and shouted in a food court bathroom in a dialect I couldn’t understand.

Mama, of course, didn’t know I spent time with Tigress. I told her I drew comics at the library with Katie from school. Katie from school had stopped talking to me earlier that year, after I noticed the thread forming between her and chubby Charlie Brown and mentioned it over juice boxes and cheese crackers. Katie had flushed—I could smell the blood in her cheeks and filling behind her eyes—and cried. I was sent to the principal’s for the seventh time that year and sat bristling while they called home. Mama hadn’t answered, still weaving silk in her room while dreaming of Father.

It was a hot summer, made hotter by Aunt Tigress’s black sedan, which was jersey-patched with rust and dents. The air conditioning smelled like fish. The seats smelled of bitter herbs, with a sour tint of sweat beneath it all. Aunt Tigress brewed us icy prune juice, and suckled on plum pits as she drove. I’d never sat in the shotgun seat before that summer, and every time I strapped in, I thought of Father and car crashes until my eyebrows knitted together.

Aunt Tigress’s only supernatural case that summer came late. We drove the sedan to the south end of the city, where massive houses peacocked and postured, and silver three-car driveways dwarfed convertibles and basketball hoops. We pulled behind a hedge of hydrangeas and parked. The front windows of the house were as tall as a church.

A woman answered the door. “Oh,” she said, eyeing Aunt Tigress’s tattered brown shawl and threadbare flats. “Come in. Take off your shoes.”

The woman wore thick floral perfume, and all her clothes were nicer than Mama’s wedding dress. The woman wore her hair short and long sleeves that ended halfway down her hands. Her fingers were cocooned with blisters. Her lips were dry. She took us through an entryway framed with white pillars, out to the living room where sunlight came slit-eyed into the house. She waited, probably for compliments on her foyer, and when Aunt Tigress only lifted a scarred eyebrow, the woman cleared her throat. “My husband’s at work. I run my business from home.”

She gestured for us to sit and brought out tea and some sort of buttery, flaky, way-too-sweet cookie. “Shortbread?” I made a face.

“My daughter likes these,” the woman said. “She’s at chess camp.” She then spent fifteen minutes talking about her daughter’s martial arts awards and Young Canadians commendations. Her face was animated when talking about her daughter; all the lines around her mouth bundling up into a smile. From the photographs, her daughter was my age, with freckles, thick-rimmed designer glasses, and straight brown hair spilling over a high-collared school uniform.

Aunt Tigress didn’t sit. She paced a circle, peering into the corners of the house. She checked the pantry and glass display cases, and pressed into a wall to measure the angle of sunlight. I watched glee blossom across her face.

She hobbled back to us, beaming. “Yes, yes. You’ve a smart daughter. Successful and strong. Not like this one.” Aunt Tigress patted my shoulder. “This one messes with supernatural things and is bad at school.”

I thought about protesting.

“Supernatural things,” the young mother said solemnly. “Right. Have you figured out what’s wrong with this place?”

“Haven’t seen it yet,” Aunt Tigress said. “It’s upstairs.”

I could tell by the young mother’s face that Aunt Tigress was right.   

I didn’t see anything on the main floor either. It was a new building, consecrated with concrete, with no ghosts in the rafters or pretty things in the walls. Whatever Aunt Tigress figured out, though, put her in a mood. Her eyes were almost yellow when they caught the light. “Show us your problems,” Aunt Tigress said. “We can help.”

The young mother fidgeted, and then rolled up her sleeves to show us her arms. I clapped my hands to my mouth.

Small divots peppered up the woman’s arms, like lotus heads or wasp combs, with the flesh hollowed out underneath. What I thought was perfume was the smell of a milky fluid drying in those hollows. “This is getting harder to hide from my daughter. No amount of lotion helps. The doctors said it’s eczema at first, and now they have no idea what it is.” She paused. “The internet thought it was a hoax.”

Aunt Tigress took those hands, and dabbed at the fluid with her little finger. “This is a side effect, no? You must’ve touched something dirty. Upstairs.”

The young mother’s eyes reddened, and she worried her bottom lip before nodding. She took us up a broad set of stairs and into a red-curtained master bedroom. The carpet was ankle-high and lush slate gray. As soon as we ascended, I smelled the same perfume of white gardenia flowers, oozing out of the walls and the carpet.

“It’s not a thing. More like a . . . a phenomenon. Happens almost every day, and no one can figure out why. Nothing happened to the lady who cleans this house twice a week, but after vacuuming under the bed just once, I got these.” She held up her hands. “It’s been weeks since.”  

Weeks, I thought, was a long time to suffer through ghosts.

Aunt Tigress gestured for me to look, so I got on my hands and knees.   

“We started hearing noises some mornings,” the young mother continued. “Scratching, or something being dragged, except it’s along the walls and ceiling instead of the carpet. Then we started finding things.”

I lifted the bed skirt and, unsurprisingly, found animal corpses under the bed. A few decayed shapes littered the plush carpet, desiccated in parts and melted in others. I could make out the worm rings of a rat tail and the feathered mangle of a bird. All of the bodies were covered with holes.

I scrambled out from under the bed, and dutifully said, “I don’t think this is supernatural.”

Both Aunt Tigress and her client looked at me. I put my hands in my pockets and looked sheepishly at photographs of the client’s ever-so-perfect daughter on her dresser.

“It’s worse when it’s hot,” the young mother went on. “We’ve had exterminators, renovators, and even our pastor made a few suggestions, though of course, that’s confidential. My husband and I aren’t scared of things like this, but then the holes. We . . . we hear you’re very good. But we’re not . . .”

“Don’t worry,” Aunt Tigress assured her. “We’re Chinese, but we use a Christian way. Stay with the girl. She will show you.”

I rubbed my hands and put the bugs and holes to the back of my mind. From my pocket, I produced a wrinkled piece of paper that—legitimately, as far as I could ever tell—proved Aunt Tigress an associate of the Church.

“Catholic, actually. Oriental orthodoxy,” I explained. “Other branches only exorcize possessed people. We do everything.”

“Oh. Your aunt just said—”

“Her English isn’t good,” I said. I pressed Aunt Tigress’s paper into the young mother’s sleeve-covered hands. “She can’t articulate the difference. If you’re not comfortable, we don’t have to do anything here. You can stop us at any time.”

I waited, but though the young mother’s eyes were red, and her breathing was shallow and troubled, she did not stop us. She started to scratch at her arms, and then clenched her fists. I smelled dried blood crusted beneath her fingernails.

“Does it hurt?” I asked.

The young mother’s voice cracked. “It itches,” she admitted.

I held out my hand and she breathed out shakily before taking it.

While Aunt Tigress wrote the names of constellations, the pontifications of heaven, and dictations of ghosts on long slips of yellow paper, I took the young mother to sit on a nearby ottoman while I searched through Aunt Tigress’s satchel. I rubbed the young mother’s arms with a brew of bamboo leaves, poplar bark, and roots I couldn’t name in English.

“Did you move anything into the house before this started?” I had a hard time looking at the young mother. The holes in her arms made me gag. She hardly seemed to hear me, too concerned with watching the fat calligraphy brush in Aunt Tigress’s fingers.

“Or did you go anywhere?” I asked.

“What is she doing?” the mother asked. “What’s she writing?”

“It’s like an amulet. In Chinese, it’s called ‘fu.’” I sat straighter and bragged, “I can read most of it. Write some too.” Even if I wasn’t a proper Young Canadian with shelves of martial arts trophies, I was good at stuff too.

The young mother got up and retrieved one of Aunt Tigress’s fu from the wall. She sat next to me again and smoothed out the paper talisman. “What does this say?”

It was a bribe to gatekeepers. “Jesus,” I replied.

“And that?”

A condition of time and place. “Jesus.”

“Why do the characters look different?”

I looked around. “God has several different names in Chinese. Look.” I pointed. “That character there. In the left part of the character, you can see a tail, scales, and a triangular head. That’s a fish. On the right, there are horns, long limbs, and a tail. That’s a sheep. If you put fish and sheep together . . .”

“The sign of the fish and the lamb of god,” the young mother nodded, convinced.

Fish and lamb together meant “fresh” meat, in a note where Aunt Tigress offered access to flesh in exchange for something I couldn’t read. I swallowed. I shut my mouth and rubbed the last of Aunt Tigress’s home brew into the mother’s arms. “Does that feel better?”

The mother thought for a moment. “Yeah,” she admitted. “It really does. What’s in this stuff?”

I rattled off ingredients and added the love of God for good measure.

When twenty-two fu were drawn and taped around the room to Aunt Tigress’s satisfaction, she burned incense and white moss. She said, “Ma’am, you have a cat problem.”

I dropped the tube of cream. Aunt Tigress was lying, but why?

The young mother’s eyes went very wide. “A cat problem?”

“Yes, it’s tabby, or maybe black. It hides in your shadow, and brings you prizes when you sleep. Have you ever killed a cat?” Aunt Tigress asked.

“No, of course not,” the young mother sputtered. “I donate to the World Wildlife Fund and the zoo. I don’t use pesticides. I would never.”

“Maybe your husband?”

“There’s . . .” The young mother wrung her hands, reluctant. “We were driving one night and there was a shape, but I really don’t think . . . It was years ago, and in Victoria.”

“Must be it,” Aunt Tigress decided. “Cats take a long time to cross water. So you make the cat happy. Sleep in this bed again and leave the Jesus signs up. Eat less salt. Drink honey and cream and lots of water. Take a hot bath before sleep and clean your woman’s parts. Don’t wear pants or underwear when you sleep. It’ll finish its complaint and leave in seven days. I’ll give you one cream for your hands. You can order more through my kiosk.”

“Really?” the young mother breathed.

Aunt Tigress raised two fingers. “If this doesn’t work, you get two free services from my kiosk. If it still doesn’t work, then a full refund.”

“Right.” The mother smiled wide and relieved. It made her look younger, like all the wrinkles were ironed out from her expression. While Aunt Tigress quoted a bold fee, I put another shortbread cookie into my mouth and stared at photographs of the daughter of the house. She looked neat and popular, like the kind of girls Mama would’ve wanted me to befriend. Not exactly pretty, but tall and strong and smart. I thought of Aunt Tigress offering flesh to the thing in this house. My back teeth ground against each other and my tongue felt hot. What flesh, I wondered, and whose? ￼￼

After paying, the young mother sank into her hands at her kitchen counter and cried. Aunt Tigress ushered me out. Her eyes shone so brightly I could feel heat from them.

I was silent on the drive, and when we pulled into the library parking lot, I asked, “A cat?”

Aunt Tigress grinned. “Cat, because cats are not scary.”

“She’s infected by a witch seed,” I said. I read about witch seeds from Father’s books. Witch seeds were parasitic old ones; they drilled holes in their prey and hosts until they burrowed deep enough to germinate. Once rooted, witch seeds fed off every instance of luck, every advantage. They turned health into leprosy, love to depravity. They fed, and fed, and fed, until they matured, bloated and satiated from host corpses. And from there, Father had no records of what witch seeds turned into. “She needs help.” Aunt Tigress’s grin displayed canines. “We deal with ghosts, or spirits. Not lords, not people, and not old ones.”

“But we could’ve warned her,” I said. “Even if we don’t want to deal with a witch seed, there are ways to help her. She could’ve cleaned herself with smoke, jumped across fire a few times, and moved out of that house.”

“I know women like this. They want simple solutions to make their skin shiny and stop dead mice.” Aunt Tigress flapped her hand, dismissive. “We tell her the truth? She wouldn’t have paid us.”

I thought of my mama, and the “for sale” sign on our front lawn. “She has a daughter.”

Aunt Tigress laughed. “Cub, witch seeds are endangered. Would you rather help a rare, beautiful old one from our world? Or a spoiled, rich mom?”

I didn’t know.

“And these rich white women,” Aunt Tigress continued, “they’re like rich Chinese women. They take fortune from somewhere, from someone, even if they don’t do it on purpose. She’s had more than her fair share of fortune.”

I said weakly, “She’ll suffer.”

Aunt Tigress shrugged. “As all life should suffer, if it were fair. Witch seeds equalize, and redistribute karma. The woman is rich and successful and lucky, but the witch seed is stronger. The strong eats the weak. That’s the way it works, right, cub?”

“Yes,” I answered, and realized that it did feel right. The woman might’ve had a daughter with seven martial arts championships and a wall of black and gold awards and Young Canadians commendations, but in the end, she was still prey. Unlike Aunt Tigress and me, humans were always prey. “What kind of deal did you make with the witch seed?” I asked. 

“What do you mean?” Aunt Tigress didn’t look at me.

“I can read your fu, you know,” I pressed. “Not all of it, but I know you offered it protection. You offered it that woman’s flesh. So what do you get out of it?”

“You know the old story with the poppart goblin that spun straw into gold?”

“Yeah?” I felt uneasy, though I couldn’t say why.

Aunt Tigress showed two rows of fat teeth. “I asked for the same thing as that goblin, I’ll have the witch seed give us the fruits of her labor.”

終
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MR. RAIN

商羊知雨

花茶的故事

In the years after Father died, there was no rain. In the brief months of respite from winter, Calgary and the hills rolling in all directions lay yellow and cracked. The sky was cloudless as far as the eyes could see, and its blue was dark and lonely. The dome of heat never lifted. Sunbathers burned on their patios. At parks, scant visitors sat panting under trees with their bellies exposed. Most suburban creatures fled under staircases and into houses to escape the heat. Dust lifted in plumes across the roads and my throat was always dry.

When I asked Aunt Tigress, she shrugged and said, “This is what happens when the lord is upset. He’s not exactly a forgiving sort, and he never liked humans much. He’ll calm down in a few years.”

“While you sell rain charms to local farmers?” I raised an eyebrow.  

Aunt Tigress snorted.

“If we’re business partners, I should really start getting a say in all this,” I said.

“Or, if you leave me alone, I’ll treat you to Perun and Veles,” Aunt Tigress countered.

“You can barely afford cheap diner food, Aunt Tigress,” I said, and laughed to disguise my interest. Perun and Veles was the name of a café by the river, in the heart of the city. A gathering place for old families and creatures like us. We’d never been because Aunt Tigress had too many enemies.

I wanted to go. Money was tight after Father died, and the first things eliminated from the fridge were my pastries and ice creams. Eventually, Mama married a vegetarian, and meat was gone too. I haven’t felt fully satiated—the kind of sleep-in-the-sun-warm-in-the-mind satiated I felt in my childhood—in years. 

“I can’t afford nice human restaurants,” Aunt Tigress conceded. “But cub, in our world, I’m as rich as the gods. You could trade a pack of my magic tea and eat for a week.”

“You wouldn’t ever let me touch your tea mixes,” I protested. “You always said it’s too much for me. It wouldn’t be too much for the café owner?”

Aunt Tigress gave me the whites of her eyes. “They’ll be fine. The tea is too much for virgins.”

I choked on my milkshake. “You know I’m not.”

“The ieli spirit doesn’t count.” Aunt Tigress said.

“Why not? Because you made me take her hair afterward?” My voice pinched a little at the memory of the ieli screaming and shrinking away. She was really very beautiful in the moonlight.

Aunt Tigress said, “That hart you hunted doesn’t count either. That’s just your tiger.”

I sagged back in my seat to finish the milkshake. “One good meal at Perun and Veles, and I’ll keep my mouth shut until my birthday. But then, a sixteen-year-old should have a say.”

“Deal,” Aunt Tigress said, and we shook on it over bacon and a tall milkshake.

• • •

True to her word, on the last Monday of October, after the night hunt’s visit, Aunt Tigress drove me along the Bow River and through the crowded streets of Kensington. She parked illegally by a fire hydrant and gave me a tea packet of what looked like root filaments, worth a week of food at Perun and Veles.

“What’s in this stuff, anyway?” I asked. I sniffed. “Tobacco? Mint? Crabapple peels? Some sort of flower?”

Aunt Tigress puffed up—brown scarf, not orange; she hadn’t worn Grandmama’s scarf since Father passed—filling with air and making her shoulders look twice as thick. “Remember to pay and come right out,” she said. “I’ll be at the bookstore across the street for a few hours. Go wild.”

“Don’t wait up,” I said. “I might take a while.”

I found myself standing on a crowded street corner. There was a pack of short-tailed dogs—three of them—on harnesses and pink leashes. Their owners all wore blue sunglasses. The dogs barked at me, causing people to stare as they passed.

I never liked dogs.

I pocketed the tea and took three steps on cracks in the flagstones, into the dark shadows beside a Thai restaurant with golden, smiling maneki cats in the windows. There was an alley there, if I stepped just right. Behind me, the pack of dogs stopped barking and sniffed their way down the street.

Stepping through the alley to the café was like stepping from summer into spring. Humidity hung heavy, and I smelled sweet petrichor and ferns. Leaves rustled from the movements of crescent-pincered crabs and peacock-tailed insects. I saw the café up ahead, a long way through a rainy tunnel with leaves and frog calls all around me. My steps felt light, and I skipped my way up the cracked stone path. Something about the passage washed away all the heat and aches in my joints. By the time I reached the café doors, I’d forgotten about the witch seed and the ieli and the dead fox and a dozen other violences that scarred my memories. I just remembered being a little girl. I giggled at people who believed Aunt Tigress was Catholic. I rode in her shotgun seat. I remembered the first time Aunt Tigress let me do her books. I remembered Father asking for permission to take leaves from old trees, Mama covered with glitter at a craft stand, and my family throwing bread crumbs into the sky to feed passing chinooks.   

The café had blue-tinted skylights, and a glass door propped open by a rock painted in the semblance of a mustached whale. Long ivory tables with black trims, a piano made of glass. Vines with heavy blue grapes hung overhead, with coquettish curls falling low. I passed a waist-high vase of umbrellas and slid into a corner booth. A pair of women, one young and one old, played cribbage across from me, betting away their longevity in two-month intervals. A young man with crinkled ketchup-colored hair sat on a table, painting his skin multitudinous colors and patterns.

The owner of Perun and Veles was a tall man in a well fitted shirt, perched behind the counter with his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He had wiry spectacles and kept his long hair tied back. His sharp eyes were deep-set in a slender and shockingly gentle face. He smiled at me, pinned a nametag into place, and gathered a menu in one hand. His fingers were long and his nails were painted dark blue. As he moved, the air in the café moved with him. His nametag read Shang Yang in neat, blue-inked Chinese characters.

I sat up straighter and folded my hands primly in my lap. I smiled without showing my teeth, and lowered my head. He accepted my bow. When he spoke, he had an accent that made his word endings softer. “Would you like anything?”

Go wild, Aunt Tigress had said.

“Coffee, please,” I said, because neither Mama nor Aunt Tigress had ever let me try it. “With . . .” I glanced at the menu. “Caramel laba and nazax cake blessed with fertility. Number thirteen—I don’t know how to pronounce it—and dragonfly jelly. And I want chocolate ice cream. Three scoops, on a lizard.”

A quiver in the man’s shoulders suggested mirth, though the lines of his mouth were still lax. “Are you the adventurous type?”

I showed him Aunt Tigress’s tea packet. “If you’re worried about money. I have this.”

The owner laughed: a warble that sounded like a bird call. “With that, you can order the whole kitchen.”

The owner brought me laba in a bowl that reminded me of Aunt Tigress’s aquarium. When I finished the laba bowl, the owner brought a plate of nazax, which was a fish as long as I was, with a beak to feed off ocean songs. After that, rac’qixili. And then jelly patterned like wings. Some of the guests stared at me as I ate. I didn’t know what half of the desserts were, but they tasted like sponge cake and caramel pudding, like getting my tongue stuck on icicles in winter, and like flying. The coffee was also an adventure, and I sputtered at the taste before a lady turned around in her seat and told me how much sparkfly honey and milk to add.

Somewhere between laba and nazax and the dozen dishes I ordered afterward, I lost track of time. Light swept along the floor. A shadow with a paper bag over its head crept into the café to use the piano, and as it played, I thought I saw the form of a beautiful woman distilled from the bent shade, just for a moment, before it finished playing and slipped back out the door. The cribbage players left after they transformed into two middle-aged women, arms linked and laughing about Sex and the City reruns. Around dinnertime, the café grew crowded. Guests filled the booths, and the building stretched to accommodate them, opening a patio with wet stone tables and trellises; then a granite bar with bar stools grown like fungi from the ground. With every guest, there was new room, and washrooms carved out of the back kitchen.

The hands of a wall-mounted clock traveled round and round, and what felt like days passed outside. I forgot about Father, and Mama, and Aunt Tigress, and all my bad thoughts. Diners ebbed in and trickled out. Once, twice, three times.

At the end, when the café was almost empty, Father’s lawyer Miss Little swept in. I hadn’t seen her since his funeral. She was rushed and left a trail of cigarette smoke behind her. She bowed to the café owner and picked up a brown paper bag of takeout. She stopped for a moment by my booth.

“You’re Tam Lin.”

I grinned. “I didn’t know you had a sweet tooth, Miss Little.”

Miss Little smiled. “I have a kid who likes this stuff. What about you? Any more night terrors?”

“It’s been years. They’re long gone. Though I remember I let the dandelion sprite go like you said, and it took over our backyard.” I frowned at her. “You could have told me.”

“Yes, I have a bad habit with disclosure.” Miss Little put a hand on my shoulder, and the heat of it was comforting. “By the way, remember to keep an eye on time while you’re here.”

With that, she vanished out of the café, heels clicking stones into the night.

I jerked out of my sugar-induced stupor and cursed. The clock read two, which was nine hours after Aunt Tigress dropped me off in Kensington. I left the tea packet of magic herbs on the table and slid out of the booth. I scrambled for the door.

“Is everything all right?” The owner came to stand behind me.

I spun around. “I paid!”

“I know.” The owner looked out at the rain. “The C-train isn’t running this late. If you don’t have a car, you should call for a ride.”

It wasn’t a suggestion, and I found myself nodding. I looked outside to the dark and the rain. In the distance, I could see the street lights of Kensington. Miss Little had vanished, and all I heard were the occasional muffled laughter of drunks.

I slid back into the booth and dialed Aunt Tigress’s kiosk on my phone, but the call went flat and piercing before the first ring. I tried again, and then wrung my hands. I texted Mama instead of calling, because I didn’t want to hear her reprimands. It was the first time I’d stayed out so late.

Meanwhile, the owner braided his hair behind a veil of steam, then washed mugs and pastry dishes. He leaned against the counter and wiped down crumbs and ribbons of white and red sauces. Across the café, the glass piano’s lid clicked close. Honeycomb blinds brushed down over the windows, and the patio and trellis folded away into plain walls. Aerial photographs clattered down to hang off wooden nails in the walls. Dimensions tucked in on each other.

When he was finished, the owner took the seat across from me in the booth, bringing a glass teapot with a stone handle, and a pair of cocktail glasses. “Any luck, Tigress?”

“It’s Tam Lin.”

“Tam Lin,” the owner repeated. “But you’re not Scottish?”

I bristled and gestured to his nametag with Chinese characters. “So what? You’re not Chinese either. If you really knew Chinese, you would’ve picked a better name than business goat.”

The café owner unclipped the name tag and set it face down on the table. I watched his movements: the blue that glinted off his dark hair and shoulders. He held out a hand. “Rain.”

It wasn’t his true name. Beings like this had many names, and only a few they considered true.

I shook his hand and handed him the tea packet on the table. “It’s a really special café. I forgot the time. This isn’t worth your whole kitchen . . . it’s just some old herbs. Good for the vital energies, or at least, the energies of non-virgins. It’s nothing like what you give everyone here.”

“We can share it.” Mr. Rain flipped open the lid of the teapot and hooked out a mesh bundle of red poppy petals. “I’m glad you enjoyed your time, Tam Lin.”

While Aunt Tigress’s magic tea steeped, we sat across from each other and listened to the rain. I pointed to the photograph of a killer whale mounted on the wall. “Did you take these?”

Mr. Rain nodded. “A few years ago. I like whales. A long time ago, I used to hunt them.”

My eyes went wide. “Illegal much?”

“Don’t worry, I let them go, every time, so they could leave me and go back to the sea.” Mr. Rain turned the teapot so the amber liquid inside licked glass and ceramic. He looked past me at the photographs, and his lips turned down. “If I’d known I’d end up here alone, maybe I would’ve kept a few. Kept a pond outside for them.”

“Maybe our agency can help.”

Mr. Rain smiled with a pinch of his shoulders. “Your agency can catch whales?”

I grinned. “No, with your supernatural problem. Whatever it is that makes you sad, we can solve it. We guarantee satisfaction.”

Mr. Rain cocked his head. “I used to have a child like you. He was bright, like a shot of sunlight straight into a glass of scotch. He was a serpent. I used to catch serpents too, before all this. I could scoop fifty from the water, strip their fangs and horns, and consume them before noon.”

“Wait, is this a long story?” I asked. “Because Mama . . .”

“Yes, listen.”

And so, I found myself listening.

角蝰的故事

In the beginning, a pair of horned serpents came from somewhere else to the waters of what will—much later—be known as Canada. At first, they had no solid form in our dimension and were long shadowy beings of oily ink and stories. It was said all who looked upon the female—the larger of the pair—in that form became blind or insane with the knowledge and stories they acquired.

The pair brought with them a brood of eggs, which the female kept safe in a slit on her underside. For hundreds of years, they slept in a tangle just off the land shelf, where the known world dropped off into deep mysteries. They whispered secrets of the universe and stories of other worlds to their brood.

At first the female was worshipped as a lord of the waters. Sometimes, folk gathered on the shore to listen to the stories she murmured. But eventually, her brood hatched on a moonless night. Humans and local wildlife watched, awestruck and terrified, as the coastal waters roiled with hundreds of dark serpentine shapes and oily egg residue. Swarms of white horns cut through the seawater.

Among the broodlings was a large male with horns as pale as starlight, and a soul wise with stories. He’d absorbed the most from listening to his heritage and was born as old and powerful as any lord of this realm. He looked upon his parents, at where gray crept into their scales from centuries of hatching his brood, and began hunting to feed his siblings.

At first, he hunted fish. On rainy days, when the ocean surface was cooler, he and his siblings banded together to take down elk and badgers that came to the water’s edge. Sometimes, from afar, he saw a massive bird, blue like the rain, with a proud tilt to his head and thunderclaps in his wingbeats. Bird and serpent hunted together, sometimes, one above the land and the other under the water.

The largest broodling knew the neighboring humans grew paranoid. He knew they blamed the horned serpents for human deaths and disappearances, human wars and pestilence. He didn’t think serpents could be hurt by human fear. One day, the broodling killed a bear, but when he turned it over to drag it back to the depths, he realized it was a man. Not just any man, but a warrior, and he had been seen feeding upon human flesh. From the shores, he heard the humans wail.

The broodling, inadvertently, started a war.

First the humans killed his siblings. Humans used reed nets to scoop their writhing bodies from the ocean and tributary rivers. Humans slapped their bodies against rocks until they stopped moving, and cut off their horns to make necklaces and medicines. The broodling’s mother stopped him from retaliating. She sent his father away with what remained of his siblings, on a journey for safer, hidden lakes. He and his mother distracted the humans while their family made their escape.

When the humans finally caught them, his mother hid the broodling in the cavity in her belly, until she was fat with him. It was winter in the land, so she was sluggish. The humans put a medicine arrow in her side, along her seventh segment, and pummeled her with stones until she was dead. They pointed at her bulging stomach and said she must’ve eaten their warriors and children. They split her stomach with a knife, but all they found was him.

The broodling turned on the humans. He molted early, and frequently, until he was as large as any lord. He slapped his tail on the ocean surface and sent water to drown out their homes. He ambushed their boats and hunted for unattended children. He no longer had siblings to feed, so he left the human bodies for scavenging beasts. He developed a taste for the youngest of humans.

He continued, until he, too, found himself surrounded, and with arrows in his back. His eyes filmed over. His perforated body didn’t bleed red iron, or plasma, or guts. 

The horned serpent bled stories—all the stories his mother whispered to him about faraway universes flowed from his wounds. Of all his siblings, he inherited the most power. An epidemic of stories bled in inky eddies down the rocky beaches and seeped into the sea. The stories pooled on the ocean surface like oily, black ink. Black writing crawled up the ankles and legs of all the warriors around the dying serpent, and all the mothers and children nearby, and each fell into blind, raving fits, drowned in memories not their own.

If the horned serpent had died that winter, his stories would have infected the continent, killing thousands. But that’s when the rain bird plucked him from the waters, wrapped his wounds in mud, and wintered him under the nearest mountain until he was whole again.   

After the serpent woke, the bird asked if he wanted to kill more humans. The serpent replied that he was tired. In the horned serpent’s hunt for humans, he’d grown too quickly and shed too many layers of skin, too soon, and cold autumn cut like teeth through his soft, new scales. His scutes hurt when they touched the ground.

That winter, the bird brought him a pelt woven from brown peat moss. The serpent coiled under it, slept warmly, and did not dream. In the spring, when he came out of the mountain, the bird brought him four pale branches so he could walk across the plains. The human hunters did not recognize the serpent—they saw only a massive buffalo—and former enemies passed by each other in silence.

 The bird led the serpent to lakes across the land, to the rivers on long plains. The serpent saw the scales and shadows of his father and siblings in the deeps. His siblings didn’t recognize him. His father, blinking at him from where he coiled at the bottom of a mountain pond, might’ve. None came out to him.

The bird landed at his side. A drizzle misted over them both.

“I am not tired anymore,” the serpent told the bird. “What reason do I have to let humans live now?”

The bird thought about that very seriously before answering, “Because I love them.”

And that was enough. The broodling grew used to walking on four legs, to hiding under his coat of peat moss, and learned to live there on the plains.

The bird was lord of the skies, at the time. The bird brought storms every four summers and filled the land with water. And every time the in-between realm opened up, the broodling stood where the rain touched down, and waited for his bird to descend. 

終

“It was love at first sight.” Mr. Rain closed his eyes briefly before he was able to continue.

“And then he betrayed me. He stole up into the in-between one night and proved he was stronger than I was. Our fight cracked the world in two, leaving jagged, broken shards across the horizon which became the Rocky Mountains. I fled, leaving the skies open, and all the waters overhead poured into this world, flooding the globe for forty-nine days. My broodling became lord in my place—the buffalo lord of the plains—and suddenly everything I knew was lost. And now every four years when the night hunt mobilizes, I hide where the smells of humans and other creatures are thickest. I hide, cover my scent, and hope he never finds me.”

“Wait.” I cleared my throat. “You’re saying the lord of the plains isn’t a buffalo? He’s actually the horned serpent from your story? And you’re a thunderbird?”

“I am saying that sometimes the hearts of lords grow old, and sometimes they cede their rule to others. Peaceful transfers of power can happen, but fighting a lord always has consequences. My broodling never reached the sky to reside among gods. He is stuck in the in-between, unable to ascend. If you believe me, would you tell your aunt this?”

Mr. Rain was a thunderbird: the bird Aunt Tigress hunted. And he knew Aunt Tigress was after him. Looking at the well-dressed man sitting across from me, at the strange contrast of his sharp eyes and soft features, I wondered if Aunt Tigress was always so cross because she knew she could never hunt a being like this.

I leaned forward. The intrusive question was out of my mouth before I regretted it. “Can I see?”

Mr. Rain shifted and watched me for a moment. He filled two cocktail glasses with fragrant tea. Aunt Tigress’s special tea was a customary amber, and so light that anything dropped in it sank. When poured into water, it sat as a puddle on the water surface, and if the drinker waited too long, it lifted into the air and vanished. Aunt Tigress must’ve added something special to this packet, because the concoction that night smelled thickly floral, with oolong and gardenia undertones. I found the scent strangely familiar. There was so much sadness that night I could taste it. I thought of my father and the way he must’ve looked in his casket, in a suit instead of a sweater vest. Finally, Mr. Rain decided. “You want to see what I lost?”

I nodded. “I think so.”

Mr. Rain carefully took off his glasses and set them aside. “Look into my eyes. Just for a moment, and remember to breathe.”

I looked. Mr. Rain’s eyes were yellow like a tiger’s. They cut deep into my mind. Air caught against my soft palate. I saw a whole continent in the back of his pupils. I saw mountain ranges from top down, a whole sky swaddled around a young Earth. I saw herds of mule deer cross white snow. To either side were blue wings, spread to shield whole mountain ranges. And beyond those wings, the land was so vast it was without end. Where the Rocky Mountains were, was a sheer wall of glistening rock and crystal.

I saw the thunderbird and his horned serpent. At first sight, the serpent was a slender thing, which could arc over water to cast a rainbow. I watched the serpent change, race across the plains on four branches until they became legs, huddle under peat moss through cold winters until the moss became coarse fur. The serpent grew into his natural power and heritage, until he raised dust storms and fractured shadows beneath his hooves. Through it all, the only things that stayed the same were a pair of curved horns that looked like the moon and the white branches of a birch tree. I saw what that serpent-turned-buffalo looked like, waiting under moonlight. What Mr. Rain felt for his broodling was something too deep and fierce to be love, yet I knew no other word for it. And I felt a grief so visceral it knotted in my gut alongside the loss of my father.

I blinked, putting both hands on the table to steady myself.

Mr. Rain wiped at the corners of his eyes. “I’m sorry about your father, Tam Lin. I didn’t know.” He shook his head. “What a pair we make.” 

A pair of heartbroken animals playing at being human.

I wiped my nose. Next to Mr. Rain’s grief, the loss of my father felt small. Not less, just a sharp, clean cut to the bone next to a centuries-old amputation. I grieved plenty for my father, in the months and years after we cremated him with a corner of Grandmama’s scarf. That day with Mr. Rain was the first time I could cry—still dry-eyed, but I sobbed and shook like a human. It felt good, cleansing, like the cut scabbed over into something older I could forget. I cried and cried, and the sounds were lost in the rain outside.

Mr. Rain raised his glass of tea and emptied it, hiding his gaze.

Through snot and puffy eyelids, I remembered the tea by my left hand. It’d half evaporated by then, so I quickly brought it to my lips to sip.

Abruptly, Mr. Rain’s pupils pulled wide and shocked. He swung his hand and raked the glass from me. Hot glass shattered on impact. Tea ran across the tabletop, amber against the white stone. Steam wafted into my eyes.

“Mr. Rain!” 

“Tam Lin,” Mr. Rain said, voice pinched and pained. He reached across the table and took my hand, hard enough to be frightening. “Did your aunt give you this tea?”

Eyes smarting, with spilled tea still carving hot trails down my hand, I nodded.

“Why? Tigress and I . . . I . . .” Mr. Rain’s fingers dug into my hands, breaking skin. Blood welled up around his dark fingernails. He released me as if stung. “Tam Lin,” he said. “I’m closing up now. Go wait for your mama outside.”

“Was something in the tea?” I demanded. “No, I’ve smelled the blend before. She has it every night.”

Except the floral scent, like gardenias or cloying perfume. That was new.

Mr. Rain put a hand to his chest, talons bedding into his flesh. He clawed at himself. Feathered patterns emerged from his face and slicked-back hair. Where he cut himself, water gushed forth. “Tam Lin,” he managed. “I need you to go.”

“Is it poisoned?” I demanded. “Aunt Tigress has . . .”

“Leave.”

A command. I slipped from the booth and my feet took me out the door into the night. I looked back over my shoulder to see the glass of the café shatter outward. A wickedly curved beak ruptured through the roof, followed by a slender neck. The creature, part bird and part something far older and stranger, cried out and the skies around me lit up as white as daylight. Massive wings swept the frame of the café aside. Thunder clapped as those enormous wings beat once, twice, rattling every bone in my body until my jaws and joints were sore. My hair stood stiff, and my clothes were filled with static.

Wind caught up with me, throwing me to the ground. I dug my claws in, but the storm was too strong. I went tumbling down the long tunnel that led back to Kensington. Leaves and debris cut through my jeans. Static was all around me, and the world screamed. I heard the high-pitched whine of my own mind.

Rain came down hard. Thunder roiled, and the empty streets were loud. I clawed my way out of the alley, putting my torn bloody knees into puddles and pavement.

Behind me, the long humid path that led to a little café in the rain ripped like a ribbon and vanished, leaving a dirty, overgrown space between a Thai restaurant and a half-rotten fence. I sat in the bleeding, gushing rain until I regained my breath, and knew that one day, every terrible thing I’d ever done with Aunt Tigress would come back for me.

終
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SHUT UP AND KISS

身寄虎吻

I am a monster. Even more so now—standing where Aunt Tigress stood. Alive, where Aunt Tigress was murdered. I watch Jack and Janet rummaging through Tigress’s hoarded crimes.

Outside, the weather bends. The pungent mist crawls through the cracks and vents of Aunt Tigress’s home, pushing marbles off the table and parting the hanging skeletons overhead. Jack turns away from me, running his hand over the oversized dream catcher and down the tail of feathers.

Beside me, Janet pops the combination lock open on the worn chest. Her short exhale is part frustration, part elation. “Got it, finally. Screw this lock. It’s so old that every other number is stuck.” She snaps the latch, and flings off the chest lid.

There is a pause, and then Janet swears. “What the absolute fuck . . .” She trails off, nervous. “Tam?”

Distracted, I look down at the open chest. My breath catches.

Inside the chest is purple fabric-lining. Thick black elastic straps. Secured to the cloth interior of the chest are dozens of glass Mason jars, each half-filled with cloudy, amber liquid. A few jars had slipped loose from their elastic straps, and clink together at the bottom of the chest, with black brew scuds gathered against stained screw-top lids.

And suspended within each jar, is a thumb-sized humanoid. Masses of flesh and bobbled skulls. Motionless limbs end in root filaments, clutched in fetal knots over their chests. Pairs of milky eyes stare out of the glass at us.

Janet breathes out slowly. “Now this is some horror movie shit.”

She picks up one of the loose jars and holds it up to the mist-filtered light from the kitchen window. Her fingers smear against the oil residue on the glass. The humanoid inside bobs in solution.

In all the important ways, the preserved humanoids resemble miniature children, but they have no pupils, no fingernails. No genitalia either, between their tiny, emaciated thighs. Where the umbilical cord and feet should be, are whiskered roots hanging like ginseng. Beneath herb scuds and grease, they have features like dress-up dolls. Their fingers are very fine, and their rib cages look like wire frames covered with wet paper. Beneath the milkiness of death, their eyes are different colors, solid colors, like the color wheels from elementary art classes.

“Are these pig embryos?” Janet trails off. The jar-child in her hands is moving. Toothpick limbs rub at a gaunt, coin-sized head. Eyelids brush open to reveal solid orange pupils, like colored sequins in that small face.

The fetus-like creature in the jar kicks out with all four limbs. Its nostrils flare, and its mouth opens impossibly wide. Even at arm’s length, I can see yellow cavity-dotted teeth in that tiny mouth. The jar-child points toward me, orange eyes bloodshot, and begins to scream.

“Fuck!” Janet drops the jar. I don’t catch it in time.

The jar smashes, and the jar-child writhes in the spilled tea and glass shards. It screams in music. A high-pitched, wordless melody that stirs my oldest memories—with Mama catching monsters in my hair and Father tracing creatures in the sky with an outstretched hand—yet I know I have never heard these songs before. As soon as the first scream begins, more jar-children stir in the chest. One by one, some of them scream out, pounding small fists against their jars, until my ears ring.

“It’s fucking moving.” Janet’s voice is shrill. “How can I see it? I can’t see these things.”

This is a new side of Janet I’ve never seen. In a different context, I might’ve enjoyed seeing her panic, but I am preoccupied by the sudden, flooding odor. The liquid in the smashed jar smells like floral teas, infused with tobacco and mint and crabapple peels and herbs too sodden to make out. That boozy, dizzying scent of flowers invades me.

I am lightheaded. The back of my skull aches, and my temples throb with unlikely noises and thoughts that aren’t mine. I realize, like a sheet of cold down my back, that I’ve smelled the yellow liquid in those jars before. They were in the poisoned tea I gave Mr. Rain.

The Suit smelled like this too.

Jack squints out of the kitchen window into the near-solid fog. “Janet? Miss Lin? There’s someone outside.”

I blink out into the banks of heavy, silent yellow, and can barely make out the frame of a tan-colored vehicle and dirty sidings on adjacent houses. My gaze darts between the lean hedges of lilacs and hulking trash bins. “I don’t see anything,” I say.

“There was someone in the fog,” Jack says. “They were unsteady, and they went around the side of the house.”

As he talks, I feel my pulse in my ears and palms. Is it the Suit? It’s hard to think through the smells and the jar-children’s screams. I grip the sink edge. My mind is abruptly back in the parking lot at Angela’s, and back on the street in front of my house in the snow, as the Suit advances on me. Holes in his face. Heat in my back and the smell of hair gel. It was foggy the night the Suit attacked me. The scent of flowers curdles in my throat. My clothes and skin feel tight, and the ceiling spins when I breathe.

“L-lock the windows, Jack. And close the vents.” My voice comes out pebbled. I stumble down to Aunt Tigress’s door and lock it, sliding the stiff latch into place. “The sweetgrass in the pantry should be relatively fresh. Matches should be around here somewhere.”

Jack nods slowly. He reaches forward and latches the kitchen window. He ducks to one side and busies himself in the shallow, mostly expired pantry.

“You all right?” Janet comes to stand behind me.

I don’t answer.

She presses her elbow against mine. She is close enough that, for a moment, I smell birthday cake instead of the mist. “I know you’re jumpy, Tam,” Janet lowers her voice, “but Jack said he saw someone unsteady. Maybe they needed help. Maybe they tripped in the fog and sprained an ankle.”

“It’s the Suit . . .” I am keenly aware of how many of Father’s and Aunt Tigress’s worst stories from rural rice towns and the slums of Shanghai started as just rats and noises in the walls, or a stranger appearing in a sudden fog.

“You don’t know that. I’m going out to go see if they need help. Don’t worry. If I’m wrong, I’ll run right back.”

“No.” I grab Janet’s arm. “We’re all going to stay put and stay quiet until the fog lifts.”

Janet’s tone flattens. “Sorry, but you don’t get to decide that for me.” Janet’s voice is strange without a grin or a raised eyebrow. More accusatory somehow. She yanks her arm free and frowns at me. “Maybe you see things I don’t. And you don’t need a white girl telling you this. But I gotta ask. These ghosts and killers of yours, are they all little kids trapped in jars or injured folk who might need help?”  

I shrink beneath my skin and feel as if the linoleum pulls out from under me. I shouldn’t have brought her—a fair weather novelty hunter, with skepticism and pitchforks always stashed in a back pocket. “Janet, have you never believed me?”

Janet pauses a moment too long. Her voice lowers so Jack can’t overhear, though he looks at us in concern. “Jesus Christ. That’s not what I . . . Can your self-esteem not be crap for like, a day? Because I’m sick of . . .”

Janet stops, because I’m sure I’ve gone pale. My hands shake and weakness spreads down my legs and hips. 

Jack looks between us and opens his mouth, but ultimately does not speak.

My voice is shaky, but I manage a coherent thought. Each word feels like it might shatter. “Janet, most people who can see ghosts are paranoid.” Even among old families like mine or Jack’s or among beings like Miss Little, this is true. “Not because ghosts are all dangerous, but because being afraid makes you look for invisible things in the first place. We might not all be unbiased, but it doesn’t make us liars. It doesn’t make us wrong.”

Janet’s mouth scoffs, dismissive, but the rest of her is tensely bundled muscle. She meets my gaze and her voice softens. “Look, Tam, this obviously isn’t my world, but . . . but I don’t believe the rules change. I don’t believe everything is out to hurt us or get us. I believe whatever’s out there is always more scared of you than you are of it.”

I look at Janet and hope she never learns fear. I hope she never knows how Aunt Tigress could break an animal’s body between her jaws, how the lord of the plains can fold reality beneath his hooves. How every gentle chinook that settles over the city has the potential to raise tornadoes if they breathe too deeply. I want to reassure Janet that everything will be fine, that the supernatural is not dangerous. I want to be calm and aloof, except I hear something outside answer the jar-children’s screams.

Janet’s phone reacts first, throbbing in the coat jacket draped across the couch. The vibration grows so intense the dishes of marbles clatter. Mine and Jack’s phones ring out at the same time. Not my ringtone. On my phone display, minutes count up, then down, frenzied. Radio music plays from somewhere in the single-wide.

A silhouette distills out of the fog outside.

By then, even Janet can tell something is wrong.

“Is the Suit actually out there?” Janet asks. “Do you see it?”

I don’t have time. The locked window and door won’t work if the jar-children call the Suit here. I have to leave. If the Suit is after me, I have to get away from the humans.

I touch the pebble around my throat. It pulses and murmurs something against my fingers. “Stay here with Jack,” I say. Jack frowns. When Janet opens her mouth to protest again, I raise my voice. “Please, Janet. Please.”

I unlatch the door and plunge out into the wall of floral pungency.

Fog stains the sun overhead gut-red, sending capillaries webbing toward the ground. Moisture is heavy against my cheeks. The air feels flat and dead. Sounds of distant trains and vehicles echo. Behind me, I still hear the jar-children’s eerie, musical screams that needle through the frozen ground. Somewhere in the fog, the Suit answers. All sounds are close—claustrophobic. I try to breathe, but the scents are thick and almost liquid. I stumble my way around the house to the lilac bush and follow the fence that stretches across the lot. Slowly, tentatively. In the fog, each step feels precipitous.

Janet catches up to me and grabs my arm from behind. Her fingers dig into my puffy jacket. “Tam!” She puts a hand against the chain-link fence to reset her bearings, and then tows me forward. “The parking lot is this way.” I barely see the red of her hair haloed around her silhouette, but I hear the clink of her buttons. Her steps are long and forceful, punctuated with curt words.

“Janet . . .” I stumble.

Janet drags her gloved fingers along the fence as she walks. She traverses fog the same way she does everything else, loudly and boldly. “You told me the best defense against supernatural dangers is to be unafraid.” Her face is suddenly close, and her gaze is miraculously steady. “Look at me, ghost girl. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m not scared.”

Her breath is warm on my face. It seems unfathomable to me, to not be frightened despite everything. But I nod. 

“Let’s find my car,” she says. “After we get there, you should . . .”

Abruptly, Janet shoves me back against the fence, dark fingernails digging into my jacket. “Something’s here!” She turns toward the fog, defensive. Then, she sees something that makes her mouth drop open and her arms fall by her side. Her muscles relax. “Mom? Mom, what are you doing here—”

Then she is ripped away. I catch a whiff of her shampoo, a bruising pressure against my arm, and she is gone.

“Janet!” I choke, her name ill-formed in my throat. I charge forward a few steps. “Janet!”

No response. I am alone in long stretches of fog and damp. My legs are rooted. Terror is like bone spurs spiked through my knees. A sting of moisture films my eyes, and I blink hard to ease the pressure from between my ears. There is a sweet warmth in the back of my throat and I taste iron.

Something whips out from the edge of my vision. A thick ropey shadow that warps the fog. Even though I see it seconds before it hits, my body does not dodge in time. I turn, and the blow catches against my thighs. A flash of red and cold.

I find myself dazed on the ground when the next strike comes. My jeans are ripped, the skin red and oozing underneath. There is blood in my mouth, and holes in my thigh. I bleed into the snow. I can’t breathe. That cloying scent fills me: flowers gone rotten and sour.

Through the fog, a familiar suited figure appears. The tall newcomer staggers, dragging one foot behind the other. His skin bunches loose around asymmetrical shoulders. His mouth opens with familiar syllables. His blunt fingers reach for me.

The Suit.

“Janet . . .” I rasp, as he comes upon me. I lift an arm, but it is easily batted aside.

The incubus whistles in from my left, so fast it leaves streaks in the fog. Its swollen stinger strikes out once, twice, at where Suit’s eyes should have been. Its attacks part the Suit’s gelled hair, revealing eaten-out eyes filled with milky fluid.

“No. Wait.” Is that my voice? Hoarse, sticky with phlegm?

My incubus shines white in the fog as it arcs and returns, stinger coiled. The Suit raises his head, grin splitting his face.

I hear a splat. The incubus’s white light goes out.

If I scream, I don’t hear myself. Surely, if the Suit comes any closer, my innards will twist open—I will bleed from between my legs and from my mouth and nostrils and ears—and all that will remain will be the skin of me. Just like Aunt Tigress.

I can’t move. Not as the Suit turns back to me and bends abnormally at the waist, as that face comes down through the fog toward me. Not as fingers thread through my hair and tighten. In that mouth, I see honeycombed holes across his tongue and gums. All I smell is the flowers in his hair gel, pooling in his mouth and between his teeth. Slime drips. Drips. Drips against my eyelids and glides down my cheeks. I can’t move. I can’t move.

“Janet. Janet . . .”

But Janet left me. She left me alone in Angela’s dark parking lot, between cars and cars and a man with shoulders to fill an American suit. Janet flung a drink in his face and saved a pretty brunette. Then she left me. I can’t breathe. And the Suit presses in. I can feel the heat of him, the sour beer of his breath. Slime drips in my open mouth, slips behind my teeth. I can’t breathe.

Someone whispers from nearby. Speaks? Murmurs. Sings? Not the jar-children—an unremarkably human voice.

The Suit pauses, tilting his head to listen. His breath fogs yellow.

My nostrils flare. Something is burning in the fog. A smoky counterpoint to the floral miasma. Mama, I think. If I don’t fight, Mama will be sad again. The new smell and the song peel away the wool in my thoughts. I sputter, spitting bitter, milky gel against my palms.

Jack? The singing is in a language I don’t recognize, but it makes the Suit reel. That massive mouth turns down into a scowl. Something from inside his pockmarked body whips out, thick and ropey like a root or the tail of a rat, and tangles around my arm. Hooks bed into my coat. I bite my tongue, drawing iron, and begin to struggle.

My incubus had glowed white. Not yellow panic or even black like despair. White like a Christmas star.

I am not afraid, I realize, as the new smell of burning sweetgrass pushes the dizzying fog out of my mind. No. I’m angry. Rage pops inside me, filling my arms and legs with heat and my vision with red. My limbs solidify beneath me, and my mind is clear.

Aunt Tigress once said that a sleeping tigress is often mistaken for a sickly housecat. So roar, Tam.

I open my jowls and the roar that breaks out of me shakes the ground. Jack’s singing voice soars with mine.

The Suit stumbles back. My fangs close across the air where his throat used to be. I claw upright, the smell of sweetgrass lifting me, and I yank hard at the tendril around my forearm. Hooks tear open my jacket and I trail cotton.

I scramble away until my back presses against lilacs. Through the fog, I hear the thud and scrape of the Suit dragging as he searches for me.

I scan my immediate surroundings and notice a lilac branch still clinging to last autumn, with snow and icicles crusted on leaves. Green leaves. I reach up and blurt the customary, “May I?” before I snap the branch at the base and take it in both hands.

When the Suit’s silhouette reemerges, I take a closer look and realize this can’t be the man from Angela’s. The Suit was an awful man; this creature isn’t a human at all. Just a horrific visage that resembles him, hiding tentacles and the source of that mind-addling floral scent.

The creature that isn’t the Suit shambles.

Sweetgrass smoke clings to my hair, fills my lungs and mouth. Jack’s distant singing accompanies me. I feel the tremors leave my limbs. “Stop,” I command.

The creature doesn’t stop. Doesn’t even slow.

I scramble back a step, drawing a line in the snow with the lilac branch. “Zhen,” I order, grinding my heel into the ground. “Stop. I don’t know why you’re here, and I don’t want to . . . fight, or anything.”

The creature pauses in front of the line in the snow a moment, eyeless face turning down to inspect the meager barrier. Its grin stretches wide from ear to ear, showing some twenty tarry teeth knuckled together. It nudges forward, testing. There is the sound of glass breaking, and then it steps across the line in the snow. 

I close my eyes and swallow. I pinch my hands into familiar gestures, and I utter the most fundamental incantation from my childhood. The seals are awkward around the lilac branch. “Lin. Bing. Dou . . .”

The creature reaches forward. Its palm tears along the fate line, and a root-like appendage whips out at me. I parry with the lilac branch, and the blow turns aside. The tendril snaps against air. I feel the vibration against my face and jawline, and it leaves a long gash in the snow and rough friction burns on the back of my hand. I lose a handful of lilac leaves.

I try again. “Lin. Bing . . .”

Another strike, this one curved and insidious in the fog. I parry, but the tendril tip turns around me and rakes into my back. I stumble, tasting another glob of hot blood in the back of my throat.

A hand covers mine, and I yelp before smelling the strawberry and mint of Janet’s hair. Birthday cake lip gloss. Janet steps in front of me, and takes my lilac branch in hand. The next strike cracks close, and I catch ribbon-like shapes all around us. The arc of the lilac branch is clean and swift—practiced—as Janet turns strikes aside.

Janet buys me maybe four seconds, long enough for me to pinch my fingers together in nine seals and shout nine words. The big dipper and northern stars. Nine cardinal directions. Lin. Bing. Dou. Zhe. Jie. Zhen. Lie. Zai. Qian.

I ask all warriors and protector spirits to assemble before me.

A basic request: concise and well-mannered. Despite Father’s deeper philosophies and explanations, I always thought politeness was the reason the incantation worked.

Not here. There are many spirits in Calgary—wanderers, mostly, and starry-eyed children of children out to see the world—but few consider themselves warriors. Those who might wouldn’t speak any Chinese, or respond to a promise made in a different land. But I am not casting a plea out to passing ghosts, like I would be in the mountains of Shandong. I’m calling the single creature from the pebble around my neck.

My gray rooster unfolds from stone, revealing wings the width of my arms. I catch a murmur of reassurance: black beak and swollen comb-and-wattle materialize. Feathers stretch, sleek and sharp along ridged wings. My rooster’s pupils are flat like a goat’s. He launches past Janet, knocking her back into me, and vanishes into the fog. Powerful wings beat once, twice, carving scars in the snow and ice.

My rooster slept a decade strung against my heart. He slept with all my memories of Father, my dreams and fantasies, and watched over the dark months of my youth. He is as strong as any familiar I can employ. 

But if he is alone, he won’t be enough.

I stare, amazed, as a white streak joins the conflict.

“Incubus!”

My incubus is maybe five months old, newly hatched from a summer affair.

And after the incubus, I hear a windy whistle. Temperature drops around us, cold crusting on every branch and awning and exhaust pipe. Ice props up Janet’s car hood. A third shape emerges from the blocky parked vehicles and the thick fog. Gray-eyed, bringing glacial winter with her. Skinny limbs, tentative and dainty. She steps without sound, holding too many white-tipped tails aloft. My eyes blur with heat. I want to cry. A decade after her death, my fox climbs out of her shoebox to save me.

Janet doesn’t see my familiars. I don’t think she even sees the suited monster. She reaches up with her spare hand to rub the grime from my face. “What the fuck. Are you hurt?”

She squints into the fog and I wonder how much of the fight she sees. Pulses of light that illuminate wings and tendrils? Feathers strewn? She smells of blood. She shakes. As she pats along my body, she doesn’t release the lilac branch. The sprig digs into her palms.

She demands, “Where are you hurt?”

I catch her wandering hands and take the branch from her. She shakes as much as I do. I don’t know who leans in first, but we find ourselves pressed chest to chest, our coats pinched between us. “It’s all right,” I say, brushing her lips. “Look at me. There’s nothing scary here anymore.”

An upswing of a tentacle, and dirt cascades over us. Sparks, as the side of a car is sliced through. In the fog, the creature rattles, and begins a reluctant, writhing retreat.

Janet’s lips find mine. She likes me, I think. Not the ghosts, or the novelty, or the way I slink from classroom to classroom and flinch at the touch of other humans. Like my incubus, or the fox Aunt Tigress killed when I was a little girl. Janet likes me enough to stumble back through the fog to help me.

You’re amazing, I tell her.

Janet breathes heavily against my nose and waves the lilac branch. “Apparently, out of all the martial arts I’ve ever taken . . .” Her voice is so close, with that hint of mockery that tickles at the back of my throat. “It was fucking fencing that I needed all along.”

Shut up, I think, and I kiss her.
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When our lips part, our lungs burn and air is fast and loud between us. Janet’s lashes are long against my temple. Her lips are wet and taste like birthday cake lip gloss. I listen to the creature in the mist, as its dragging footsteps become distant. Janet presses against me until her breathing slows. Our clutched, clammy palms press together, and eventually the tremors leave. Janet asks against my ear, “Tam Lin, is it gone?”

I nod.

“Jesus Christ . . . Jesus . . . What was that thing? It looked like my mom, but that’s impossible. My mom wouldn’t be caught dead in this quadrant of the city.” Janet’s voice is muffled against the nook of my neck. She runs the tip of a finger up behind my right ear, rubbing at the soft hairs there.

“It looked like the Suit to me,” I whisper, and listen to the fog quiet around us. “It’s the same creature that came to my house the other night. I thought the Suit from Angela’s had followed me home.”

“So to me, it looks like my mom. To you, like the Suit. It’s some sort of monster that causes hallucination? Mass hysteria?” Janet shakes her head. “Because my mom can’t do that.” She gestures. Maybe five meters away, a barely visible car sits, its tan hood crumpled in. Strange, I think, that the alarm doesn’t sound. “I could hear and feel the attacks. It’s real. It’s all real. Fucking hell. Will it come back?”

“I don’t think so.”

Janet sounds like her normal self, despite it all. The threads in my chest go slack, and I feel my familiars fall away from the creature, all alive. I breathe out, long, and find my nostrils filled with the scent of iron. The running fabric of Janet’s left pant leg is wet and heavy. My fingers come away red. “You’re bleeding.”

“So are you. Have you had your tetanus shot?”

“We should get you to a clinic,” I whisper into the collar of her trench coat, lips against massive buttons. I flare my nose, trying to ascertain the extent of her injury. Aunt Tigress was rarely a healer, but Father dabbled. “Let me see.”

“Tam, it’s fine. I’m an adrenaline junkie. Let me ride the endorphins a little.” She smacks my hand away. “We’ll go to a walk-in, I promise, but we should find Jack first. Can you walk?”

“I can, but I’ve no idea where we are.” I feel my way to the crumpled car and squint out at the fog. The color around us is lighter, milky instead of ochre, but everything remains obscured. I barely make out the angry halo of the half-sun low against the city. I reach for the Post-it notes in my pocket.

“You don’t remember?” Janet catches my wrist. She gives a slight tug and leads me back across the slippery parking lot. She favors one leg, but the limp is a slight stall in her cocksure steps. Hardly noticeable.

“The fog is disorienting,” I say. “How do you know where you’re going?”

I see the slopes of Janet’s shoulders lift in a shrug. “I wouldn’t be behind the wheel in this fog, but it’s a small parking lot. Not hard to remember the direction we came from.”

When we are close enough, I see it. Aunt Tigress’s home is cloaked in delicate, curving smoke. Dry smoke: comfortable and clean against the wet mist. We open the door and the fog dampens the sound. Jack Little is hunched on the far side of the house, next to a chipped ceramic bowl full of smoke—an improvised smudge from the meager herbs in Aunt Tigress’s cupboards.

Janet shuts the door. “Jack.”

Jack turns and his legs go weak with relief. I watch him buckle. He sets aside the bowl. In his other hand, he still carries the oversized dream catcher. He had removed his coat again, along with his shoes. His long hair is loose and his eyes are a little red from his smudging. “Either of you hurt?” he asks.

Janet taps the heel of her blood-soaked leg and hisses. “I ruined my fourth favorite pair of jeans. How was your day?”

“Mildly life-threatening.” Jack rubs his hands against the shoulders of his too-large shirt—a nervous gesture.

He smells like sweetgrass, from his fingernails to the singed ends of his hair. I breathe in deep and fold my fingers into the meat of my palms. “Your smudging saved my life, Jack,” I say. “It broke through the creature’s illusion. I still saw the Suit, but I could fight back.”   

Jack flushes dark. “I meant to do more, but . . . some of the herbs here weren’t stored properly, and the preparation was different. The sweetgrass needed to be rebraided.” He pauses, and adds, a bit confused, “Your aunt kept her lighter in a fishbowl.”

Janet snorts, but I feel guilt—the dread of discovery—claw up my throat again. “Aunt Tigress stole loads of rituals from . . .” From the peoples whose art hangs in her windows between dream catchers and whose dreams were charred in a kiln and powdered. And careful, soft-spoken Jack must see how much of his people’s and other indigenous heritages is hoarded in these fifteen steps of living space. “Her methods are probably all wrong,” I finish.

Jack turns wary again. His arms tighten protectively around the ring of the dream catcher. “I didn’t exactly have the chance to learn much from my mother either.”

My mouth twists down, and I still feel like a thief, in Aunt Tigress’s house of stolen relics and practices.

“Look, sorry to break up this guilt-and-humility party,” Janet says, not at all contrite. She leans against the table to take weight off her leg. “But what was that thing? It showed us our fears and desires, right? Tam saw the creep that attacked her at a restaurant. I saw my mom walking around. What about you, Jack? Did you see it? What did it look like to you?”

Jack shakes his head slowly. “I didn’t get a good look. Given this creature’s power and control over weather, we should assume it’s an old one. I don’t recognize what kind, but I think I can find out.” Jack waves a hand, sending ribbons of sweetgrass smoke aloft in the bone puppets strung overhead. He takes a deep breath and walks to where the freed jar-child has been unceremoniously dumped in a dish of marbles. It recoils at his approach, but its limbs are too frail to support its weight. It seems to have worn out its voice, and its terror comes in hiccups. “The fog set in when we tried to open the chest,” he says. “The entity outside attacked us when these little ones screamed. There’s a connection here.”

“So if we figure out what the little ones are,” Janet says, “we’ll know something about the old one that attacked us.”

“I hope so,” Jack says.

“What about . . . you know, the other issue Miss Little asked about? The red sky?” I ask, scanning the shelves and spilled boxes. It is some small relief that everything here feels familiar, no different from my childhood. “We didn’t find anything here about the sky, right? She had nothing to do with it.”

Jack looks pointedly across the paraphernalia on the low tables and counters, until he focuses the white keratin horn, dropped on the sheepskin couch in our panic. Even through the fog, the horn casts moving, refracted shadows, like the inky runic symbols across the keratin are alive.

“No,” I say. “We all saw that as soon as we walked in. But there’s absolutely no way. It can’t be.”

“Why not?” Jack says. “It’s obviously from a young and powerful animal. It was severed. We’d have to test it to be sure. I can take it with me.”

“My aunt wasn’t capable of harming the lord of the plains, let alone severing his horn. It’s impossible.”

“What are you two even arguing about?” Janet demands. She snatches the horn from next to Jack. “We need to focus. This is the second time Tam’s been attacked. Before we worry about whatever naughty things Tigress did or what happened to the sky, I’d like to know how Tam and I can stay safe.”

“Now that I know it’s not the Suit, I’ll be fine,” I say. “It can’t scare me anymore. It’s just an old one.”

Janet snorts. “I don’t think there’s anything ‘just’ about something that spews airborne dissociatives and can cut through cars.”

I shrug. I uncap a marker from my purse and write the English word breath on a yellow Post-it note. I put the paper between my teeth and make my way back to the door. I exhale. The fog and stench roll back away from us, lift over the roofs, and fold away into the sky, leaving the pale clearing and clumps of wilted grass and hedges.

Behind me, Janet stares with her jaw slack.

I turn to her and mumble around a mouthful of paper, “Hm?”

“Could you do that this whole time, Tam?” Janet demands. “Just blow the fog away?”

“Probably not while the old one was here,” Jack explains in my stead. “The fog is probably a part of it, like warmth off a chinook’s belly, or stink on a skunk.”

I nod emphatically and continue my long exhale until the last of the fog disappears from the neighborhood. The far east barrens of Calgary sprawl cold and yellow in the aftermath. The sun hides on the far side of the city, and bloody skies glow overhead.

“Can I take those?” Jack asks, indicating the horn and chest of jarred little ones. He doesn’t ask about the dream catcher still in his arms.

I crumple the Post-it note and drop it in the dirty sink to wash away with vinegar. “Take anything you like.” I turn to Janet. “I think this old one attacks me because I smell like Aunt Tigress. Hopefully, now that it knows about my familiars, it’ll think twice.”

“Familiars?” Janet frowns.

“Do you think it killed your aunt?” Jack asks at the same time.

I purse my lips and gesture outside. “I had multiple visitors the night I was attacked. One of them told me a fight happened at Aunt Tigress’s, and that something would come after me next. I just didn’t understand the message at the time.”

With the fog dissipated, my rooster finds his way back to me. He hobbles up the steps of the manufactured house, curling one stiff talon under his breast between each step. He doesn’t bleed, but there are wounds in him that glint like quartz in gray granite. He drops the limp incubus by my feet and nestles down until he is a pebble again.

I pocket the pebble, letting my fingers linger against the cool mineral. My incubus is in rough shape, with two torn wings and a snapped leg. My chest clenches. “It’s all right,” I tell it. “It’ll be okay.” I pinch my incubus’s tail so I won’t be stung, and bind its broken torso in a sweaty glove. My incubus thrashes, glass-colored eyes imploring and pained. I kiss its head and slip it my left wrist to drink oxytocin from.

I call out across the clearing. “You come too.”

From under a parked minivan, a small gray shape creeps out. Eyes, half-lidded, and ears still soft with milk-youth.

The fox trails black shards of ice. Her four tails are mangled, with clumps of hair caught there like twigs. She smells like skunk and pesticides. There are burrs in her mouth, and icicles where she drools. Clumps of her matted fur hide open sores, and at her side, I see the sharp pink of the scar where Aunt Tigress ripped her open a decade ago. My chest squeezes, and I spread my right arm. The fox comes to me.

With my free arm, I hold the fox so tightly the cold of her drenches my front and digs into my rib cage. She melts bonelessly into my embrace, and nuzzles against my neck. My temperature drops, until my skin and my lips and ears hurt. I clench my teeth so they don’t chatter. My lips feel blue. I can’t feel my fingers.

“You’re late.” My fox licks the words into my ear, and her laugh is a whooping cough. Her cool tongue leaves slime and dirt.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her. Twelve years, and I still remember the nape of her neck, the knotted fur behind her ears, and the sensation of whiskers against my palms. Her animal eyes are sloped. She was warm once, on that night long ago. “Thank you.”

My familiars had driven the old one away. For the first time since I was sixteen, I do not feel helpless. I have warriors of my own. I puff out my chest, red-eyed and proud. I turn to Jack and Janet and say, “This is my familiar. She tried to warn me the night Aunt Tigress died.”   

Jack takes a step back. “No. That’s not a familiar, or an animal. It’s a ghoul—”

“I think we all need food, and sleep,” I interrupt. “Take a look at what we found here, Jack. I think I’ll take my creatures home.”

“No, I mean . . .” Jack runs a hand through his hair. “Miss Little’s husband is good with all sorts of creatures. Even dead ones. It’d be better if you let me take it . . .”

“Miss Little’s husband?” Janet echoes, but doesn’t finish.

I gasp as cold spikes through me. My fox lunges at Jack. Fur stands, forming icicles. Black lips wrinkle back. Bared teeth gleam wet and decayed. I yank my left arm from my incubus and grab my fox. It takes all my strength to keep my fox grappled. Her bloodthirst pulls at the thread between us, and the tension makes my eyes flare orange.

Janet can’t see my fox, but she sees the shift in my expression. She rocks a step back and grabs for me. “Hey. What the hell, Tam?”

My fox’s eyes are unfocused and dilated, mad. I squeeze my fox around her narrow waist, too hard, so she can’t reach Jack. “Get back! Back!”

I bite my right wrist, breaking skin and drawing a red well. I clamp down on my fox’s snout, holding her teeth-to-teeth until her nostrils flare and her rotten tongue brushes out against my bleeding wrist. My fox goes slack, and the thread between us gives, falling in loops against my chest like red shoestring. My fox licks my wrist, and drinks. What she pulls from me feels like more than blood. It feels like she drinks my very being.

Janet catches me as I rock back.

Across the kitchen, Jack is shaking. For a long time, none of us speak.   

I lick my lips and feel warm wetness there at the corners of my mouth. I press the fox so far into my chest I feel her cold at the core of me. My hands shake. “She’ll be fine with me, Jack,” I whisper. “I’ll call you. Tomorrow or Tuesday.” I lean back and trust that Janet is there, her arms around me and her collarbone against my shoulders. “Janet, can I get a hand to the car?”

“Sure thing, love,” Janet says. She slings my arm over her head.

“At the very least, you should keep the ghoul contained,” Jack tries again. “In a chest, or one of these jars . . .”

Or a wet shoebox sealed with frayed tape.

Janet’s head dips forward. I smell the laundry detergent in her infinity scarf. She lifts an eyebrow at Jack. “If Tam says we’ll be fine, I believe her. Are you all right to get home?”

Jack nods reluctantly. He promises to scour Miss Little’s digital libraries for more information.

I only hold my fox a brief time before my lips turn cold and I shake uncontrollably. Once I am sure she is calm again, we pack her into Janet’s beer cooler next to the rocky road. The wet shoebox is torn, ripped cleanly in half. Janet inspects the shoebox with narrowed, curious eyes. As Janet drives us out of the lot, my incubus drinks from me until I am light-headed and clammy, and then it sleeps like a rolled cigar in my pocket. I am so drained I have nothing left for my rooster, but he is a silent, steady weight around my neck, devoid of opinion or complaints.

Janet visits a walk-in clinic and—to my surprise—her cuts are two hair-thin abrasions down her left thigh, long but shallow. After the blood is washed off, the doctor frowns at the cuts and decides Janet doesn’t need sutures, just liberal applications of soluble glue. I stare at the long stretches of Janet’s skin and the clean red scratches down them. From when she was flung across the parking lot, there is just a small gray bruise on her hip. Janet shrugs and explains, “Just lucky. I’ve always been.” Then she leans in. “Or maybe the old one liked me.”

My injuries are worse. Other than a torn leg, I have three cuts along my ribs, and bruises on my scalp and jawline. I’d bitten my tongue open. I lost blood, so the doctor gives me juice boxes and recommends a few meat-forward meals. He prescribes this with complementary squinted stares and pointed questions about the causes of these injuries, but doesn’t push.

After a brief trip to a nearby Superstore for pants, we don’t go back to my mama’s. Instead, Janet and I pull into the hotel district along Banff Trail. I am too tired to scrunch my shoulders or look away from the beer-scented red mile of sports fans spilling out from a nearby game. Strangely, though Janet holds my hand in the early dark and leans in to whisper, nobody says anything to us. An older couple glares in our direction, but when I turn, they scurry away. In the hotel lobby, I book a cheap room, but before I reach for the keys, Janet upgrades our room to a suite and swipes a worn card.

On the elevator ride up, I study the side of Janet’s face. Freckles, red hair, and smeared lip gloss. Her face looks new to me at that moment, familiar and strange at the same time. “Janet, are you rich?”   

We’d Dutched every meal, and though Janet dresses colorfully, I don’t recognize brand names in her coat or bag or scarves. Her car is a lost-and-found project.

Janet laughs. “Rich parents. Guilty, absent father. Not the same thing.”

In the room, I clean the years of grime and dirt from my fox as best I can. I place her in the narrow refrigerator and knot a strand of my hair across her left paw. “I deserve more. I’m so hungry,” my fox whines and licks her lips. Her pupils are slits, and she salivates. “You were so late.”

I turn my tongue between my teeth, rub my eyes, fingers, and think of all the body parts a vengeful fox ghoul might take from a neglectful contractor. I lean in and put my cheek against my fox’s. She smells of death. “After all this,” I say, quietly so Janet doesn’t overhear, “you can have more.”

Janet turns on a gas fireplace and waits for me to shower and emerge with a towel around my chest. By then, most of my superficial injuries are closed. Her voice is low. “You’re a little pale. Not bad, considering you just saved everyone from a prehistoric tentacle creature and lost maybe fifteen percent of your blood. Should I take you home now?”

She studies me from my water-heavy fringes to damp toes. She uncrosses her legs on the bed. “Or, we can stay.”

Janet’s trench coat and boots are discarded in a sagging heap by the door. She’d removed her makeup and her eyes look strange and small without them: deep, dark things in her angular face. Her lips are pale and her hair shines. I remember her back when she stood between me and the old one in the fog. Her hands, adorned with lilac, were beautiful.

I breathe out shakily. I cross the room and send a sparse text to Mama about staying out for the night. I join Janet under the covers. The sheets are cold, but the room is warm from the fireplace and the small of Janet’s back. In the body-length mirror by the bed, my face is clammy and my eyes are still bloodshot. My eyes are yellow as Janet reaches a hand around my shoulder.

“I don’t understand how you’re so calm about all this,” I whisper.

Janet strokes my side and doesn’t answer.

“I need to . . . I need to find out what happened,” I say, staring straight through the mirror into my own pupils. “I need to keep my fox calm and fed. I need to arrange Aunt Tigress’s funeral. She died violently, so I’ll need to break tiles for her. I didn’t even find Grandmama’s scarf.”

Janet is quiet for so long I doze against her, mumbling against her shoulder. When she speaks again, it’s as if her voice comes from far away. “You were incredible today. You must’ve been an exorcist since you were a child. When’d you start? Were you eleven? Twelve?”

“I’ve studied from my father’s notes and books since I was five,” I mutter against her arm. “I started working in the summer when I was twelve.”

Janet’s voice is sleepy. “That’s right. Did you have cases with monsters back then, too? Or was it all harmless kitten spirits?”

“No, not all of them. I’ve encountered old ones before,” I tell her. Janet is quiet, so I continue. “Two of them. One passed through Banff and B.C., and it left all this . . . red rust on the trees. Then wind would brush through that rust and start smoke fires. The other—I was much younger—was a witch seed.”

“And what is a witch seed?” Janet’s voice is soft, soft. I stare at her face in the mirror and squeeze her hand. Her eyes are half-lidded as she rests her cheek on my head.

“Don’t know if you know this . . .” I start. “Sometimes a mother’s body thinks her child is an invasive object, and coats that child with deposits of calcium to protect the mother from infection. They’re called stone children.”

“Sure, lithopaedion,” Janet says, because of course she knows it. “Happens sometimes in abdominal pregnancies. It’s rare in humans. More common in sheep. Go on.”

“It’s more common than medically recorded. Usually, the stone child inside is dead when it passes out of the body. Occasionally, the child survives by becoming a seedling . . . the mother gives birth to something called a witch seed. The witch seed has a calcified umbilical cord, like a horn. It pretends to be a stone until small animals pass by. It’ll pierce the animal with its horn to feed. Maybe witch seeds miss the womb, or they yearn to be born properly, because they always want to burrow back inside. Preferably inside a strong animal, or a human. Even lords or other old ones can be targets. I don’t know what they look like, fully mature, but we know they feed on fortune to grow.”

“So if a woman was infected with a witch seed, she’d become unlucky? And if the witch seed was ever removed, she might think her child was stolen from her by doctors? Or evil spirits? Or foxes?”

“I don’t know,” I say. I feel like I’ve forgotten something important. My eyelids are heavy, and Janet’s hands are hot against my side. “Witch seeds don’t leave their hosts willingly,” I tell Janet. “They stay for years until the host is used up. Often, they go through several hosts. They leave these holes across the womb lining.”

Janet puts her hand over my mouth. “That’s enough, Tam. We know enough.” She runs her thumb along my bottom lip. “Have I ever told you about my mom?”

I shake my head against the pillow. “Bits here and there. I don’t know much.”

“Would you like to meet her?” Janet raises an eyebrow.

I don’t understand right away.

“Tomorrow,” Janet says. “Let’s skip school. Make it a big day for answers. I’ll take you to meet my mom. And then we’ll have no secrets from each other.”

“Janet,” I whisper, rousing a little. “What are you doing?”

She folds wet hair behind my ears and chuckles against my cheek. “There’s nothing to be scared of. Tam Lin, you make me feel like a superhero.” Her long fingers slip down to the lip of my towel. The round heads of her nails trace along the tops of my breasts, and locks of red hair sit feather-light against my collarbone.

It has been a long time. The rush in my groin catches me off guard. My knees tumble against each other and my hands shake. My incubus flushes pink.

“Is that a yes?” Janet asks.

I nod. I forget what she asked for. 

Janet beams. “You make me feel that falling in love will save the world.”

“Is this all right?” I ask, leaning into her.

Janet raises an eyebrow. “Well, now, Tam Lin.” She puts a leg over mine until her weight rests against my knees. “Thought you’d never ask.”

I don’t know where to put my hands, so they rest stiffly on Janet’s shoulders, against the cardigan seams there. Janet is breathless and impatient. “Can’t undress with your paws on me. Or do you have a thing for sweater sex?”

“Oh,” I sputter. “Sorry. It’s been a minute.”

Janet sheds her clothes and leans her forehead against mine. I go cross-eyed to watch the flush on her cheeks and the curve of her lips. I swallow and try not to think about the swell of her breasts just below my chin, or the glow of her shoulders. I reach up. Her breath is warm. “Good. You’ve done this before,” Janet says. Her hand traces along my belly—which clenches, self-conscious—and down. “I hate virgins.”

I find her lips, quivering. Janet doesn’t know, so she bares her throat and pushes against me. Janet doesn’t know me, so she brushes the rough pads of long fingers against the dip beneath my navel. The towel slips down. Her lip gloss on the disks of my areolas. My legs pinch in. She doesn’t know me, so she is careful, and her fingertips are light. Nails surf along my side, around to the small of my back. Her left hand slips further down.

I was a lover of ielis and long-legged creatures in the woods. We ran barefoot over pine needles, wearing moonlight and the scent of the forest. We’d chased, and I’d tested my claws against their lust. We fought and tumbled, and I’d killed them the mornings after. And here is Janet testing and coaxing and slow like I am a kitten. My gut flips. Air saws out from my chest, ridged and toothed. Desire claws up, and up. I let out a growl, low and harsh.

Beside us, blush-pink bleeds out of my incubus, replaced with a deep, insatiable blue.

I roll Janet over onto her back, put my aching canines to the long pale muscles of her inner thighs, and bite down.

Janet hisses. “Ow! Jesus, Tam! Slow down.”

I do, but barely. Janet’s hand comes down and I bat at it. Her voice raises. “Tam!”

My claws are longer, darker than I expect. Her long legs flail against my shoulders. My teeth bed down in the cradle of her thighs, against the lips of her. Her warmth fills the back of my mouth. My nose is full of her. There, in the musty hotel bed, the tiger pushes out of my mouth and I consume her.
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MRS. CHILD

母體

When I wake in the morning, it’s still dark. Janet is in the bathroom and I hear water. I think, what have I done?

My incubus snoozes against my pillow, with its cheek pressed into dark, wrinkled fabric. It drools in its sleep, rubbing its rotund belly—violet with satiation—with a tiny, long-fingered hand. I reach out to the gray pebble on the side table to listen for the reassuring murmur of my rooster. Across the room, I feel my fox stir in the fridge, four paws crisscrossing in her sleep. The fireplace across the room had gone out sometime in the night. I lie in a nest of cold sheets, damp with what I hope is sweat.

What have I done?

I hear Janet groan from the bathroom; a faint echo between the sounds of hot water. I leave the bed, so my incubus tumbles down into the spot I vacate and wakes itself with a particularly loud snore. I creep toward the sound of water, and push the bathroom door open a sliver. Moisture and light and vanilla soap waft out. I look through the open door and trap a gasp behind my teeth. Shame—that voice in my head always sounds alarmingly like Mama’s—wraps thick and cloying around my thoughts.

Janet sits at the edge of the tub, with one leg in the water. There is a sprawling bruise under her ribs, and another inside her left thigh. Where I wasn’t careful, I’d broken skin on her neck and shoulders and rubbed the wounds raw with my gums. The cuts on her leg from the fight had reopened. The water between her toes runs pink. Her shoulders are scrunched up by her cheeks. A corner of her mouth is torn, and the gash sits ugly.

Janet notices me and straightens her back. She blinks twice to clear the red from her tired eyes. She doesn’t sound angry, just flat. “You don’t have rabies, do you?”

I don’t answer. My mind is blank and noisy. Even Aunt Tigress knew this about me. It doesn’t count as sex, she’d told me, long ago. It’s just the tiger.

Janet slips into the water, hissing when her cuts submerge. She traces her eyes along my expression. It is a long moment before she speaks again, with a quirk of her lips and a memory of yesterday’s Janet. “Gotta say. Now that I’ve tried it, bestiality is overrated. Seven, at best, even if it’s you. Next time, we indulge my kink. Do you like uniforms?”

Bestiality? I check the skin under my bra and along my hips before answering. “Did you . . .” My voice breaks. “Did you tell me to stop? Did I not . . .” Not hear? Not understand English? Not stop when she asked? By midnight, I’d forgotten her red hair and her freckles and how she stood between me and an old one armed with a lilac twig. I’d forgotten she was human. I’d forgotten what that meant.

“I didn’t tell you to stop.” Janet puts a finger to her lips and stalls any further response I might make. “That’s that.” She arranges herself in the tub and a breath whistles out of her. The long muscles in her legs jump. I smell iron from her bathwater. “There’s a suitcase in the backseat of my car. I need it.”

“Clothes?”

“I have a ritual whenever I visit my mom. Takes work to be a perfect daughter.”

I wait a moment too long, slack-jawed and confused.

“You promised to come see my mom, didn’t you?” Janet’s voice grows exasperated. “Go get my suitcase, pretty please. It’s behind the driver’s seat.”

I take a step back, pause one more moment, and reach for the room card and Janet’s car keys. I turn the fireplace back on and dress. I fetch the sleek red suitcase from the car and put it just inside the bathroom door. Janet draws the shower curtains. Water continues.

Time passes slowly. While I sit dazed on the bed, my fox wakes. Patterned ice sprouts up the fridge door, peeling the seal apart. The fox pushes the fridge door open with a broad black nose. She leaves silver prints on the red carpet. The fireplace whiffs out as she passes. The gray pebble by my phone rattles as my rooster cocks his head at this newcomer. His gaze is flat, and after a moment, he settles and becomes inanimate again. My fox eyes my lap. “I’m still hungry,” she announces.

I open my arms and hold her close until my shirt front is soaked and the cold of her clutches my lungs. I give her my hand to gnaw on. Her teeth break skin, and blood beads down past the mosquito prickle my incubus made the night before.

“What’s happened to you?” I ask. “Are you really a . . .”

“A ghoul,” my fox supplies. “A revenant.”

Raising revenants is a stigmatized practice. The amount of suffering required to turn a fox kit into a bloodthirsty weapon is immense. I remember the details in Father’s prohibited books, and I find it hard to breathe. My chest clenches. My teeth taste bitter, and my mind is a nest of bees. I wish I could cry.

“I think I’ve gone mad. I’m sorry,” my fox says. “I didn’t mean to attack your friend.”

“What about Aunt Tigress? How did she die?” I whisper.

The fox squints up at me, eyes contemplative. “I’m still very hungry.”

I let her eat at my arm. She drinks to make up for years of neglect, and it feels like my intestines are yanked out from me. I let her feed until I am faint and chills roll along my back. From a distance, I hear Janet.   

“Tam,” Janet calls. I enjoy the way her voice echoes.

“Tam!”

“Fox,” I whisper, “stop.”

My fox doesn’t release me. Her teeth dig in deeper. “I’m still hungry,” she insists around a mouthful of my arm.

“Tam?” The bathroom door opens.

My fox pauses, takes a final lick of me, and slips back into the fridge to sit on the empty bottom level. I watch the white fridge door slap shut. I stir. My wrist stings and bleeds, scraped raw and teeth-marked. I stumble as I leave the bed. My fox took more than I can afford, but perhaps not as much as I deserve to lose. I press my hand to the bite until the bleeding slows. “Yes,” I rasp, and my voice is like a ghost’s. “Yes, Janet, what is it?”

“Well, Tam Lin, how do I look?”

A strange girl emerges from the bathroom. Well-hemmed jeans and a dark, prim sweater cover her long limbs and powerful torso, making her look slimmer. Her hair hangs dark and straight down past her shoulders. Her lips are pale, lightly glossed, and the customary colors are gone from her, leaving her eyes small and young. The gash by her mouth is sealed over with makeup. She switched out contacts for glasses—narrow and no-nonsense.

I don’t understand.

“That good?” Dark-haired Janet raises an eyebrow. She sweeps her damp, newly-straightened hair into a tail and clicks the handle of her suitcase into place. “Let’s go see my mom, then.”

“If we’re going to your house, I’ll need a change of clothes, too.”

Janet’s smile is strained. “Actually, we’re going to the hospital.”

• • •

South Health Campus is stark in the gray overcast. Winters are pale in Calgary. Even without snow, the lack of colors overhead stretches on and on, and the sun is lost in it all. Janet finds parking near the main hospital entrance, and laces her fingers with mine. Her steps are as wide and fast as usual, and familiar calluses on her palms dig into me. But this is a Janet I don’t recognize. After last night, I don’t dare ask.

“We didn’t bring flowers,” I say instead, feeling distinctly underdressed. I’d washed the blood from my sweater with tiny bottles of motel body wash, but my coat still smells like Aunt Tigress’s old boxes and the pungent old one in the fog.

“Nah. She’s been in and out of here since I was fourteen,” Janet says. “Doesn’t need that stuff anymore. Plus, she doesn’t want to be reminded that I’m an independent adult with my own money. Sometimes, she still thinks I like Disney princesses. Hence the good girl routine.” She waits for me to ask more questions, but I just look at my feet as we walk.

Janet sighs. She takes me through the corridors past long banks of glass and nurses on break with their feet propped up on window ledges. She signs us in as visitors without releasing my hand. I count nine hand sanitizer dispensers until an elevator, and then two more before we reach a private room on an upper floor.

Janet stops with one hand on the knob. She lets go of my hand and reaches to straighten my collar and smooth back my hair. I almost flinch. 

“Do you trust me, Tam?”

Her warm fingers slide down the contours of my face. I nod.

“Remember that.” Janet pushes past the door. In the sterile room, the window is a pale rectangle filled with birch branches. Machines hum, and warm air coughs out from the baseboard heater. The smells of rubbing alcohol and saline. Perfume, as well. Floral. Again. Janet’s mother is asleep on a raised cot, curled small under pale hospital sheets with an expensive-looking head wrap lopsided against her forehead. Janet beckons me in.

“What happened?” I whisper.

“They say it’s a rare form of endometrial cancer,” Janet says. “Stage four. They could hardly take biopsies, because Mom’s uterine lining was completely perforated. Too many holes there to find good sample tissue. They gave her a few months. That was years ago. It’s been a hell of a lot longer than a few months. She’s a fighter, but it doesn’t explain six years of not getting any better. Or worse. Not even specialists know if she should be monitored constantly anymore. Weird, right? It gets weirder. Look under the bed.”

Even before I curl onto all fours, I know what I will find under the hospital cot. Dead things—mostly spiders and flies, and a large plump cockroach with a crooked carapace.

“My mama’s in pest control. Maybe we should get her down here,” I say—a joke that trips over my tongue and flops.

Janet chuckles anyway. “Before Mom was hospitalized, I always thought they kept this place pretty clean. But there’re always dead things under Mom’s bed, no matter which room she’s assigned.”

I reach for the cockroach, and turn it over to the underside, where ridged legs tangle and scrunch. Holes and holes. Familiar holes.

I remember a house on the south side of Calgary—the most expensive house I’d ever seen—where a woman bragged about her daughter’s martial arts championships and Young Canadian commendations. And then a smiling Aunt Tigress took her money and left a witch seed to live in her womb and eat her alive. I look at this new, dark-haired Janet, and I remember the girl from her photographs.

It feels like the holes are in me instead.

Janet didn’t approach me because I was a ghost girl, or because she liked me. She approached me because I ruined her mother’s life. She’d known about my past all along. My incubus, perched on my shoulder with its leg set and its wings bound, turns lemon yellow and looks at me, stricken.

I stare at Janet, trying to sketch the angles of her profile in my mind. The way her hair falls over her eyes, and the way her prominent forehead slopes into her nose and a field of freckles. I wish she looked like my Janet.

“So,” Janet continues. “What do you think?”

“You walked into my class and sat with all the Asian girls,” I whisper.

“Tam, please.” Janet leans into me so I smell the soap in her hair and the mint of her toothpaste. Her lip gloss still smells like birthday cakes. “What’s wrong with my mom?”

My eyes sting. “I’m sorry.”

“What do you need? You chased off the fog monster with a sticky note and a twig. Do you need, like, equipment? Herbal medicines or scented candles or whatever?”

Janet slept with a tiger for this, and the morning after, she washed the blood off her neck, put on a smile, and took me to see her mother. I reach out a dirty, animal hand and set it on her mother’s abdomen, feeling for heartbeats against my palm.

“Wait, Tam . . .”

Janet’s mother stirs, and I snap my hand back like it’s been burned. The sick woman blinks up at Janet and me. Her eyes go very wide and bloodshot. She shrinks to the far side of the bed, pulling the IV and a pair of wires taut. Both her hands go to her belly, and her legs cross and knot. She opens her mouth, but she swallows whatever sound she would make.

She is far too mobile to be a dying woman. Witch seed hosts shouldn’t survive this long.

“Mom!” Janet brushes past me. She puts a knee on the bed and snatches her mother’s withered hands when they flail to push her away. She draws her mother close. The woman is stiff against Janet’s chest, before her hands clamber up to Janet’s straight hair and around the edge of her glasses. She cradles her daughter’s face.

“Janet.”

“Bad day again, Mom?” Janet asks, with un-Janet-like gentleness. “Should I go find a nurse?”

Janet’s mother pushes free. “I’m fine, worrywart,” she says dryly. “Just woke up disoriented.” She adjusts her head wrap against her ears and touches her lips with a long fingertip. She doesn’t wear enough makeup to hide the jaundice in her cheeks. The limbs she kept under the blankets in her sleep are skeletal, and her nails are painted dark. “Who is this?”

Janet smiles a good-girl smile from private schools and polite company. Her posture is straighter too, as she settles at the edge of the bed. “Mom, this is Tam Lin, a friend from my botany class.”

Friend? Janet says it without her usual innuendo. Strangely, even though I now know why she approached me in the first place, this hurts.   

“This might sound weird, Mom. Can Tam put a hand on your stomach?” Janet hovers her fingertips over her mother’s sheets. “Can’t say why, not right now. It’s important.”

The woman’s eyes go half-lidded and guarded. She adjusts her arms over her stomach. She glares at me, and I can almost feel myself grow smaller like Miss Little does when her confidence falters. I count to twenty before Janet’s mother asks, “Clothes on or off?”

“On is fine,” I blurt. “You don’t even have to move. Over the blanket is fine.”

“Fine,” Janet’s mother repeats. “Janet, the nurses closed my window again. Can you go find someone to open it for me?”

“Trying to spot your pilot friend again? What was his name?”

“You should remember his name by now,” Janet’s mother says with a frown. “And I feel better with an open window.”

“It’s already winter. And you have so much water damage on that windowsill.” Janet complains, but pats her mother’s knee once and turns to do her bidding. “Just try,” she whispers to me as she passes. Before I can formulate a response, Janet is gone, taking all the noise in the room with her.

Janet’s mother raises tired eyes to me, and her mouth cracks into a toothy scowl. I creep closer, and sniff at her breath for a moment. I press a hand to the sheets above her abdomen. She flinches. Even through layers of fabric, I can feel the long scars there. I feel fluttering heartbeats, several distinct rhythms, and I shudder. The matured witch seed is there, just below my palm. If it wants to, it can kill me. I lift my hand away and avert my eyes. “So . . . um . . . you like your windows open? You’re not afraid of the cold? Janet likes the cold, too.” She eats ice cream in snowstorms.

“Are you taking my children again?” Janet’s mother asks.

“I’m sorry?”

Janet’s mother takes my arm when I have my guard down, and her fingers dig in like a prison of bird talons. “Where the fuck did you take my children?”

All of this is so unexpected, so strange, that I am frozen. I stand awkwardly, with my limp wrist in her brittle fingers. Her eyes are unfocused but not delirious. This is not a madwoman. “Mrs. Child, you . . . do you recognize me?”

“The lamb and the fish mean Jesus,” Mrs. Child hisses. “Where’s your aunt?”

“She passed away a few days ago,” I pull on my arm and bristle when she holds tight. “I’m sorry for what happened to you, but I’m not taking Janet anywhere.”

“Are you?”

“Sorry? Yes, of course I . . .”

Mrs. Child gives my wrist a sharp tug, with more power than I expect from her bony arms. I lose my balance and tumble against the bed. Her eyes are sharp and angry, and all of me bunches up tight. Hairs stand against my neck, and the tiger—so close to the surface—threatens to push out of my throat. Mrs. Child’s voice is hoarse. “What happened to me?”

I say nothing.

“What did you and your aunt do to me?” 

Mrs. Child raises her voice. Her fingers leave bruises, her dark nails break skin, and I watch the swelling veins along the underside of my arm. My mouth opens in a half-snarl. 

“What else can you steal from me?” Her voice lowers, and I smell a hint of muggy flowers and sour beer from inside her worn hospital garb. She smells like Aunt Tigress’s tea. Like the fog. “Cu . . .”

I freeze. The familiar, terrible voice of the Suit, calling me across a dark parking lot.

Behind me, Janet comes through the door. “Nurse says it’s too cold to keep your window open,” she says. She leans past me, and takes Mrs. Child’s arm. She dollops a kiss on the back of her mother’s hand. “Mom, are you scaring my classmate?”

Classmate? I am stalled by the bed, mind blank. I’m not even a friend anymore?

Mrs. Child lifts her fingers away from the welts on my wrist. One by one, as if it cost her great pain. Released, I snatch my arm back.

Mrs. Child ignores me. Instead, she takes Janet’s hand. When she does, there is just love there. Even the wrinkles over her skeletal knuckles seem to smooth out. I can almost see the woman I met eight years ago, in her beautiful house with broad skylights. “Your friend is done, and I’m a little tired today,” Mrs. Child says. “Not up for company.”

“I’ll take Tam home, then. Should I come back after? We can watch a movie.”

Mrs. Child waves dismissively. Her eyes haunt me as I retreat from the room. I clutch the front of my shirt and dog Janet’s steps until we are out and the door closes behind us.

Outside that room, Janet turns to me. “It’s that witch seed you told me about last night, isn’t it? Can you take it out of her?”

I am too busy shaking to answer.

She nods toward the stairs. “Believe it or not, Tam, the food’s decent here. Let’s grab a bite before we go? Maybe catch our afternoon classes? Or do you have more exorcisms planned?”

I follow Janet a little ways before stopping, holding a hand to my red face to cover my eyes. She is halfway down the hall before she notices.

“Tam?” she asks.

“Janet,” I say softly.

Janet wipes her mouth—a nervous gesture. “This was one of Mom’s shit days. I should’ve warned you. She’s sensitive about her stomach. On bad days, she thinks the doctors and everyone here are out to steal her nonexistent babies. On good days she knows how crazy she sounds.”

I say, “In class, you sat with a few other Asian girls before you found me. This isn’t a coincidence. You were looking for me.”

“Of course I was.”

Janet says it so easily, so loudly, I’m sure she can’t hear my heart break. My head sinks lower. Janet grabs my wrists and pulls them away from my face. “Before you spiral, let’s sit down.”

Janet manhandles us to an alcove with a bench, and her pointed look sends another patient fleeing. She sits us. “What’s the issue here?”

I can’t answer.

Janet sighs. “I knew the name Tamara Lin from Mom’s story back when she first got sick. I knew you were my age. So, when I saw your name on the class roster, I introduced myself. Obviously, the chances that you were the same girl were low. I’ve been wrong a couple of times before that, looking for you or your aunt. It was a leap of faith, or something. I didn’t ask for help or talk about my mom at first because I didn’t know you. Would you have done differently?”

Tigers don’t cry. I blink and shake my head because it feels like I must. Janet touches my cheek. She purses her glossed, not-colored lips, and even through the glasses and brown hair, she looks like she did that night at Angela’s. “Good. Now that it’s all cleared up, tell me you can do something, anything, for my mom.”

“I can’t . . .” The old one stalking me is the witch seed—fully mature—hiding in your mother, I want to say, but don’t. “Maybe if my father or aunt were here . . . but I can’t . . .”

I trail off, and shrink. Janet’s eyes are very green behind her spectacles. “I don’t believe you,” she says flatly, and then raises her voice. “I believed you every time! Every single ridiculous detail you told me. You can drive back monsters! Control the weather! You’re a fucking tiger!” She draws a shaky breath as nurses file by, with sidelong looks.

“But when it comes to my mom, you can’t do anything?” Janet demands. Her long lashes quiver over her makeup-less eyes. Her unfamiliar mouth opens. “I don’t fucking believe you. You . . .”

I turn on my heels and run.
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THE THREADS THAT BIND

斷而絲連

Before I am even out of the hospital, I receive Janet’s apology text. It is a single word—clean, blunt, and very much Janet. Except she isn’t the one who is sorry.

I don’t fucking believe you, she said.

I walk northward toward home, until my legs crack and ache at the knees and ankles. The avenues pass, noisy with too-many vehicles—their vibrant sheens speckled with half-melted snow. I smell mostly car exhaust, which is good. I’m sick of floral scents.

The sky is dark. How long did I walk?

In my pocket, my incubus pulses a sleepy, turmeric yellow. It kicks my phone to make more room, and its torn wings sputter against my hip, shaking loose glittering powders. I retrieve my phone, and wipe scale-powder from the screen.

A longer message from Janet. An apology, and an explanation. I read it. Re-read it. I attempt six or seven responses, but don’t manage more than a few syllables of each before deleting them. I can’t ignore her forever. My fox is still in the trunk of Janet’s mangy car. Janet may not see the supernatural, but she’d certainly smell a ghoul after a while.

Eventually, I call Paul, and he picks me up in Mama’s minivan. He asks, just once, “Did something happen with your girlfriend?” I don’t answer, and Paul doesn’t press. We eat dinner in a nearby diner that smells of toilet backwash. We spend too long explaining dietary concerns to the waitress—vegan, and three meat dishes. Paul slurps at his ice cubes whenever I check my phone for Janet’s messages.

Back at home, I manage an exchange of niceties to a suspicious Mama before retreating upstairs. I touch the warm comfort of my room door, shuffle across the comfortable ragdoll textures of my carpet. I try to study in bed, shackling my thoughts to dichotomies and soil values. But my usual laborious notes and laundered duvet and sheets don’t distract.

I am spinning my pencil against a lab report when my fox creeps up to scratch at my window. I open the window to let her in. I ask her about Janet, but she turns her tails up at me as she brushes by. I don’t have enough energy to feel annoyed when she scatters my books and turns four times before nestling her dirty paw on my pillow.

I snap the tip of my pencil against my notes several times. I breathe in the smell of my eraser. My fingers come up to brush against the threads on my chest.

I don’t fucking believe you.

There, in the safety of my room with my silence and my books, the gnarled emotion in my gut finally claws out. My mouth pries open, and my diaphragm seizes. I lean my head against my papers and try to scream—except no sound comes out. I can’t wake Mama or Paul. I can’t catch my breath—I heave until the back of my throat hurts and my teeth taste sour. The burn in my nose spreads up to my eyeballs. No tears, but the skin around my eyes feels hot.

Janet didn’t fucking believe me.

My fingers close around the red thread linking me to Janet. At some point, I’d gotten the thread tangled, and the tension of it makes it hard to breathe. My heartbeat punches up against the knot, leaving rotten bruises.

Janet never liked me, but she flirted and indulged. She let me hurt her.

It isn’t easy to unknot a thread between two people. I try to pick the knot loose with my pencil tip, but all those looping ravels and infinite tangles make my thighs pinch and my shoulders seize. I stagger from the bed. My hand plunges into my drawer, groping beneath the crumpled receipts and scattered paper clips. I cut my palm against the bladed nose of my scissors, and I stiffen. My fingers slip down to the rounded scissor handle.

I think of Mama’s face. No. Not again. I can’t cut again.

Except the knot hurts. It’s so tight I can’t breathe. I retreat to the bed and curl there. I reel on the thread, trying to gain just a handful of slack. Except there is no give on Janet’s end. I wonder if it hurts her as well.

My phone sounds, as Janet messages again.

剪刀的故事

Father’s death sent me spiraling into Aunt Tigress’s world. I let Aunt Tigress make me her monster.

Four years ago, after I poisoned Mr. Rain, the café Perun and Veles wrinkled out of existence. Enormous raindrops snapped pavement when they landed and dented the tops of vehicles. Above me, I heard claps of agonized thunder. Lightning illuminated frightened insect eyes in the trees and corner streets. All of them, it seemed, knew that I caused the storm, and so they just watched as I writhed in a three-centimeter puddle. Static rolled off my shoulders and down my limbs. I couldn’t move. Moisture slipped into my eyes and mouth, then down toward my cheek—they felt like tears, just not mine.

Eventually, Mama found me on the sidewalk of Kensington in the thickest storm in years. She grabbed my shoulders, hard enough to bruise, and towed me to the car.

“Mama . . .” Rainwater puddled in my seat and on the car floor. “Mama, I made a mistake.”

“Stop talking.” Mama’s voice was tired. She wore a stained T-shirt and no makeup. Her hair was wet and loose. She stank—smelled of sweat and soap and something acidic like panicked animals when I hunted them. Her jaw twitched whenever she swallowed.

Time still felt strange, even after I left the café, like the distortions followed me. It felt to me that we were home in a fleeting moment, but I remember Mama’s white, clenched fingers on the steering wheel and how it felt like I was falling asleep—but not quite asleep—for a long time. I wanted to crawl into her lap, to feel her fingers through my hair and hear her impatient admonishments. But the plain wedding ring on her finger reminded me that Stepdad dearest had changed her. Instead, I clung to the car door and tried not to see the shadow of an enormous, writhing bird in every lightning strike.

Mama parked in the garage, propelled me into the house, and locked the door behind her. She leaned against the wall and sagged, just a little. Even in my state, I could tell from her stiff posture that there was no comfort left there for me. Lightbulbs faltered as the last of Mr. Rain’s thunder ebbed out of me. The rain overhead sounded like pebbles.

Paul wrapped a blanket around me. I didn’t remember to thank him.

Paul’s father loomed up from the couch and raised his voice. “You were missing for seven days,” he boomed. “No call. Your mama hasn’t slept or eaten. We had to call the police. You have any idea how worried your mama was?”

I wrapped the blanket around myself and blinked. I was still thinking of Mr. Rain, with blue feathers and lightning, and what I’d done to him. The storm had only built in intensity, so I knew he was still in pain. I looked past Stepdad and up to the stairs, where I knew a warm shower, clean clothes, and my bed awaited.

Stepdad stopped me when I tried to pass him. “You go apologize to your mama.”

Tigers were not always maneaters. Father never raised his hands against a human. Grandmama could have killed all the poachers in her mountain but didn’t. I had poisoned Mr. Rain that night, and the aftershocks still passed through me, so I ducked my head and sidled past Stepdad again.

“Did you hear me?” He shoved me, hard enough that if I wasn’t a tiger, I might’ve fallen.

“Dad,” Paul protested.

“I’ve had enough,” the man continued. He gripped my arm. “Enough with the sneaking around, with the giggling girls you bring to the house in the middle of the night, with all the insinuations of devils and magic. Enough with coming in like a soaked rat, and . . .”

“Dad, that’s enough,” Paul cut in. He came to my side. “Stop. Stop it.”

As if a tiger needed protection from a human. I pushed past Paul, hard enough that he swayed and Mama caught him.

I reached up and put my fingers around the bundle of loose silk threads sprouting from Stepdad’s chest. I squeezed.

Stepdad turned blue with heartache. He choked, stumbling back away from me. His eyes bulged.

“Who are you?” I asked softly. The front of his chest was furred with broken friendships, downy with ones he’d missed. I rubbed the threads and split them into the spindly, frayed one linked to Paul, the thin, knotted one to Mama, and what remained of two once-thick threads: a pair of blue, tentative connections, almost severed in seven places, and worn threadbare. “You’ve no friends, no affairs. You told Mama your parents are deceased, so they weren’t at your wedding. But you can’t hide these threads. You broke your parents’ hearts. Seven times, I think, counting the knots. Your son barely speaks to you because of something from . . . looks like five years ago. And Mama . . .”

I plucked the thread connecting this man to Mama with the tip of my middle finger. The sound of the string was flat. “You’re married, and this is all you’ve got to show for it? This thread is thinner than Mama’s connection to her hairdresser. I can rip this by breathing on it.”

“I . . .”

“Dad . . .” Paul started.

“Get out.” And I pinched Stepdad’s threads in warning.

Paul’s father sputtered, but his chest hurt from my grip, and he felt as if all his buried losses were exposed and whetted sharp. His hands grabbed at his chest, pushing futilely against mine. With a sigh, I released him and let the man crash out of the house into the rain. After a pause, Paul went after him.

Tired, drained, I wanted to crawl upstairs to that hot bath to wash the thunder from me, but I took a moment to look up at Mama.

She cried. Ugly and snot-filled like she hadn’t done since Father passed. “Mama,” I said. “Mama, stop. I didn’t do anything to him. He’s an adult. He’ll be fine. And I’m really tired like a pig, so can we just . . .”

“Something happened with your aunt again.”

I shut my mouth.

“Did you hurt someone again?” Mama asked. I didn’t answer, but static sizzled across my hair, and I thought of Mr. Rain.

Mama hit me across my shoulder, hard.

I cupped my shoulder, mind blank, because Mama had never . . . she would never . . .

“Who are you?” Mama whispered, the same thing I asked Paul’s father but in Chinese. She put a hand against my heart. I could feel the heat of her palm through my wet shirt. “You disappeared. After your father, y-you knew what that would do to me. You have no human friends, and you spend all your time with a witch that teaches you to trick and hurt people. Tam . . .” She took my face between her hands. “Tam, how many times are you going to do this?”

I hadn’t looked—really looked—at Mama in a long time, I realized. The silk from my chest to hers had frayed, I knew. Thinned, I knew. I didn’t know it’d wrapped around her knees and elbows and knotted in her thinning hair. I didn’t dare count the knots between us.

“Tam . . .” Mama whispered, like she had over the phone when Father died. “I love you. I love you.”

Mama set out soft pajamas for me and washed my hair. She made me meat—Italian sausage soup, and bacon and pork, for the first time in a long time—and even though I was still full from a week-long course at Perun and Veles, I finished my plate. She eventually fell asleep in the reading chair in my room.

I sat and watched her for a few hours, not tired, but strangely empty. Eventually, I dug my gray pebble out from my purse and stuffed it under my mattress, because my rooster would never let me do myself harm. I set Superstore coupons over Mama’s closed eyelids so she would dream of sales and bargains.

I dipped scissors in vinegar and sugar, heated them on the stove, and shut myself in the bathroom. I pulled taut the silk strands from my chest until my heart squeezed and ached. There were dozens of strands there—some broken and others pulling away to distant and exotic realms—to ielis and white harts and the brownies that lived in our fireplace. The threads were carmine red and ultraviolet, blue and green, and white like woven clouds. There was even one there for Mr. Rain: a thin filament born from the moment we shared, that I severed when I poisoned him.

My connection to Aunt Tigress was orange and black, braided thick and robust. It pulsed, staining the threads around it black.

I remembered a vague, faded moment from my childhood. I had no context for it, but I remembered Mama carrying me home after I’d lost my shoes. Her arms were warm and hard with labor, and I kept looking over her shoulder because the world beyond her . . . it stretched on and on and was filled with beautiful things. I had thought, oh, I didn’t know the world was so big.

After thinking about it very carefully, I set the scissors to the strand of orange silk and cut. The bite of the blade was in my heart. I cut myself from Aunt Tigress, from the animals in the wild, from Miss Little and the migratory things in the sky. I screamed very loudly, and while Mama dreamed of cheap meats and Christmas deals, I dragged myself into bed and curled around the hole in my chest. It would heal, I knew. It was just that Aunt Tigress was so large inside me. In ten, twenty years or so, I would no longer be incomplete.

In the morning, when Paul brought his father back, I could smell alcohol on Stepdad’s breath, in his sweat, and the back of his throat. Mama straightened her outfit and met him at the door. She told him something calmly, slowly, and he raised his voice. And because I was broken, for the first time in a long time, I did not feel like the granddaughter of an omnipotent climbing tiger, and I was afraid.

終
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THE FLIGHT OF JANET MARGARET CHILD

小受大走

Janet messages occasionally over the next few days, but they aren’t apologies anymore. Nor explanations. Instead, she texts me a story—much like the ones she told me during the first weeks of our courtship. Except this one comes together in reluctant pieces, and is sad instead of funny.

Her story happened the year after I played apprentice monster to Aunt Tigress’s kiosk business, and Janet is thirteen, or fourteen. I can imagine the red-haired girl on the other end of these texts, her manicured fingertips tapping out a memory.

女孩的故事

In her story, Janet Margaret Child wore a red hat. She waited for an eleven o’clock flight at an odd-numbered gate with her newly shaven legs crossed, and crescents of powder pink toenails showing atop her flip-flops. Her white handbag sprawled on an adjacent seat, tassels trailing to the floor. Her new red hair fell to her waist, and she wore a corset to pull curves from a body shaped by a dozen competitive sports and martial arts.

Seats filled around her, mostly by the chatter of young families. Janet watched an older Asian woman usher a pale-faced little girl into an open seat across the aisle. The woman then stood with an enormous cloth bag and a gingerly cradled thermos, folding her brown shawl over one arm. Janet removed her white handbag from the seat by her and, after some contemplation, the woman sat next to her.

“Cute girl.” Janet set her handbag down so the tassels spilled across the airport floor.

The woman waved her hand. “Just a sour kit, grown all wrong.” She met Janet’s eyes, and there was a hint of appraisal. “Where are you going?”

“We’re waiting for the same flight,” Janet told her, gesturing to the gate. “We’re going to the same place.”

The woman shrugged. “You are traveling alone, without parents?”

“I’m meeting a friend there.”

“What kind of friend?”

Janet frowned. Growing up, Mrs. Child taught her to answer questions from strangers politely—lie, if the inquiries probed too deeply—and then find opportunities to disengage. How would this new version of Janet, with wild red hair and colorful makeup, respond to personal questions? Janet hadn’t figured that out yet.

She rubbed at the skin of her knees a moment, and then said clearly, “I’m going to meet a girl.” The woman didn’t seem to understand, so Janet elaborated, in a voice still too loud for private conversation. “We met online, and we’ve been talking for a while. I might be in love.”

Janet hid the roil of her stomach with a flip of her newly red hair. She was in eyeshadow and fake, curly eyelashes that itched. She forced her fingers to unclench and wondered why it mattered that she was loud and unafraid when this woman was a stranger. She thought about the flight passengers all around her, glancing her way, and wondered why all their reactions mattered. Maybe next time, they wouldn’t stare. Perhaps they’d shrug, because that revelation mattered so little, and go back to businesses of their own.

It was practice, she told herself, because she’d only come out a handful of times to close friends, and she expected she’d have to come out a hundred times more for the rest of her life. After this, in B.C., she wouldn’t ever hide again.

The woman’s eyes glittered for a moment. “I have a niece. She is different like you,” she said finally. “What would your mother think?”

Janet met the woman’s gaze squarely. “Different isn’t a nice word, especially in that tone of voice.” She applauded herself for being calm. “And not that it’s any of your business, but my mom loves the idea.”

Janet knew she wasn’t convincing. She had cried before she even talked to her mom, and she wasn’t sure how much she was able to say through all that snot and all those raised voices. Her mom had been calm, coldly so, and Janet had cried and cried. Her mom had asked, are you sure’s and how are you sure’s. So, before Janet dealt with her mom again, she was going to be sure. “Anyway, that’s why I’m going to B.C. Whether I come back or not, I’m going to be different.” Janet laughed, self-deprecating. “Won’t be that glamourous, I expect, meeting someone you’ve only known online. But my dad’s in B.C. too. I haven’t seen him in a while.”

“You’re not just visiting,” the woman said, understanding. It occurred to Janet that this woman thought she was a child—too young to fly alone. The woman opened her mouth twice before finally asking, “And you will be happy like that? You’ve made up your mind?”

Janet’s nose stung. “I’m . . . I’m going to try.”

The woman wrinkled her face and passed over her thermos. “Don’t cry. Here. Drink tea.”

Janet didn’t particularly want to drink a stranger’s tea, but she was raised too polite to refuse. She took the thermos in both hands and smelled the floral waft of steam from the lip. “Is this jasmine tea?” she asked, and then brought the thermos to her mouth.

The pale girl across the aisle chose that moment to run to them, gray eyes worried, mouth opening in some sort of complaint. She nearly tripped over a wheelie luggage, and rows of passengers tucked their legs beneath their seats in unison. “Is she crying?” the pale girl asked loudly.

Janet snorted, half caught in a sob. “Damn right, I am.”

The pale girl opened her mouth to say more.

“No,” the old woman snapped, and then a string of admonishments in a language Janet didn’t understand. The little girl blinked petulance out of her eyes and shuffled back to her seat across from them.   

Janet was wistful, and she didn’t drink the tea. She learned about happiness from books and movies and classes. Good grades, sports, kickboxing and chess club and volunteering. Being successful, or getting married, or kids. Weddings and a house with a porch and barbecue. But as a plane pulled alongside boarding gate C-51 of the Calgary airport, Janet sat in her red hat and realized that she didn’t even know what being happy meant. She breathed out slowly. “Your little girl is perfect. Don’t yell at her.”

The pale-faced girl looked at Janet, awestruck, as if no one had ever complimented her before.

The woman sighed as if the world owed her a very great favor. For all that, and though she looked tired and thin and smelled a little of sweat and children’s sneakers, Janet thought the woman made happiness look simple. Like that elusive concept, packaged in yellow paperback for dummies.

“Thank you for the tea,” Janet said, and lifted the thermos to her mouth again.

Her phone throbbed in her pocket. It was her mom. Janet wiped the red from her eyes and tried to remember her practiced boldness. “Mom?” she answered the call, voice hoarse.

“I’m at Foothills again. Where are you?”

Janet was sick of hospitals. Her dad left them because he was sick of hospitals. He’d offered to take Janet when he left. There were good schools in B.C., he told her, and more dojos. But if Janet left, Mom would be alone—driving herself to the hospital at least three times a month for a sickness Dad said was just in Mom’s head.

“I’m at a strip club,” Janet said, and added, “because girls.” She hoped her tone conveyed enough sarcasm. She listened for her mom’s voice in the silence from the other end. Eventually, the pause scared her. “I didn’t give you a stroke, did I?” she sneered. “Come on, Mom, say something.”

Her mom’s voice was brusque. Matter-of-fact, despite everything. “I’m in the oncology ward.”

Janet felt cold and hot at once. “Screw you,” she mouthed, but didn’t say it out loud.

“Janet, where are you?” her mom asked again.

Janet softened her voice, pictured how she usually spoke, and pictured herself with straight dark hair and demure glasses. “I’m at home, Mom,” she said, running a hand through her dyed-red hair. “I’m just about to take a shower.”

“Can you pick me up in a few hours?” Her proud, successful mom, voice trembling. Janet had never heard her mom scared before.

“Yeah . . . I can do that,” Janet whispered. She palmed her phone off, pocketed it. She tipped her red hat forward to cover her eyes, and mumbled, “Excuse me,” to the woman next to her.

The woman took her thermos back in hand. “We’re boarding soon,” she said.

Janet’s body felt heavy. “I can’t go after all,” she said.

The woman smiled knowingly. “That’s uncanny timing. Either you’re the luckiest girl here, or moms will do anything to keep their children close.”

Janet choked. She wondered if this old woman was right, that her mom was diagnosed months ago, and kept that in a back pocket until she needed to use it. A last nuclear threat, a last big stick. “I need to go,” she said.

As she left, she felt the woman’s and child’s eyes on her, glowing like animal eyes.

And so, that was the end of the flight of Janet Margaret Child.

終

雨傘的故事

After her diagnosis, Mrs. Eleanor Child was in and out of the hospital for the better part of six years, often in that same room with dead pests beneath her bed. As the months and years passed, Janet forgot to come out again. She didn’t think about moving in with her dad again. Didn’t tell anyone about breaking up with the girl in B.C., or the girl from kickboxing. Time froze in that small hospital room, and Janet remained in junior high. There, she still wore a high pony, still scored two percent short of perfect on every test, and still spent her days driving from one martial arts practice to another. There, she remained straight, a virgin, and as long as her mom feared losing children, a perfect daughter.

In the beginning, Janet visited every day. The ratty armchair in her mom’s room bore her butt-print, and the nurses all knew her by name. Over the years, the visits grew sporadic. Janet heard that her mom made a new best friend, whose name she always struggled to remember.

On sunny mornings, when a breeze passed just so through the city, a blue umbrella with no handle came to the South Health Hospital. It floated along the stratosphere, carried by the wind and the gentle undulating wings of chinooks, sleeping as they flew. The umbrella wheeled down behind the tiered parking lot. To the casual observer, they would’ve realized then that this umbrella was held by a well-dressed, emaciated man with braided hair. Above a prominent nose and sharp cheeks, beneath heavy sunglasses, the man’s eyes were quiet and gentle, yellow like dandelions.

Each visit, he tapped the umbrella along the floor until he found the passage to the lobby. He checked himself into the oncology wing. Each time, a nurse called him “Mr. Rain” and he waited in a private room as a nervous doctor with a hunched back took his blood pressure and temperature. 

After the doctor assessed his health as a measure against the numbers she had on hand, the well-dressed man returned to the lobby and sat with his umbrella between his feet. His weight barely dimpled the seat fabric. He waited.

Mrs. Child liked to keep her window open. She liked watching the sun crawl up her arms and light up the short hairs there. She could smell the days when this man would come. On those sunny days, she asked to be wheeled down to the waiting room twice—in the morning and afternoon—hoping to see Mr. Rain.

“How are you feeling today, Eleanor,” he asked each time, in a voice that sounded like music.

Mrs. Child smiled back in turn. “Glad we’re both still alive,” she said, and called him, not by Mr. Rain or Shang Yang or thunderbird, but by name.

They spoke for hours sometimes. They were both well-traveled. Mrs. Child thought the man was a pilot. The stories he told! He talked about the worlds he flew over, the cities he walked through, and the people he lived with. He described planting rice in flooded paddies with monks, or washing the feet of old women who visit mountains in Yunnan. He sat in rings of smoke with kings, and dove for pearls in the rivers of the ivory coastline. Mrs. Child told him about Versailles and Gaudí’s melted cathedral, and about the shows in Las Vegas.

Before Mr. Rain departed each visit, she invited him to her room.

Mrs. Child could never explain this next part to Janet, but there was no shame. Undressing before a blind man felt strangely innocent. Undressing before that particular blind man felt like coming home, like sinking into salt and waves in a cool ocean. The man’s company felt vast, older than mountains and gentler than her memory of holding six-month-old Janet in her arms. Mrs. Child’s hospital garb fell, and she parted her legs in relief.

She felt the thing inside her slide down and down to perch at the mouth of her, tendrils braced between her inner thighs. Pus gushed between her legs. The thing sprouted, long and fibrous like the branches inside a lung.

Mr. Rain listened for the creature, and then peeled the gauze from the inside of his arm, where the blood samples had been taken. He popped the scab and bled water. Glacial water drew lines down his arm and trickled off his fingers. The creature in Mrs. Child drank and drank. Each time they met, Mr. Rain was clumsier, and she saw more holes in his blue umbrella.

Inevitably, there was a storm after Mr. Rain left from her open window. And since the window was always left open, Mrs. Child bathed in the rainwater, letting it spill across her hospital room and gather along the gaunt concaves of her face. Each time, the creature soaked up the rainwater, grew a little stronger, and a little more still for a while. Her mind cleared and her small world in the hospital room became a little more tolerable.

Just once, near the beginning of their relationship, she asked Mr. Rain why. “This hurts you, doesn’t it? It punches holes in your wings when you feed the thing that lives in me.”

“You are a clever human.” Mr. Rain thought for a moment, talons poised against the scabbed skin inside his arm. “But the seed inside you needs to be fed,” he said. “Without other nourishment, it will kill you.”

Mrs. Child pushed her thighs together, pinching off covetous tendrils mid-drink. The thing inside her squealed and retreated. It was angry, she felt, but she was angrier. Humiliated. She twisted her legs together, as tightly as her tired muscles could manage. She tugged the blue hospital gown down over her knees. “And why don’t you mind your own fucking business?” she demanded.

Mr. Rain tilted his blind face toward the window to feel sunlight. His profile was sad. “Now that I know what it feels like to die, I don’t want it to happen to a friend.”

Mrs. Child scoffed. “You? I don’t know what you are, but I doubt you can find the word ‘death’ in a dictionary.”

“I was poisoned, Eleanor,” Mr. Rain said. His words cut through Mrs. Child’s self-pity and indignity. “The poison leeched from me and cast all my thunderclouds into the ground. I folded my wings around my body and crawled along the alleyway to the river. I upended trash bins, and rotting food was caught in my feathers. I flooded up the banks, cracked pavement, and found myself sprawled and unable to move. If left alone, I could’ve recovered in time, but the poisoner found me.” Mr. Rain seemed to draw into himself. “The poisoner coveted parts of me. My eyes, that could see past this world, through time and ghosts and gods. My wings, which could clap and spark thunder. She carved the pupils from my eyes and pulled the hollow bones from my wings. And then she left me for dead.”   

“That’s why you came to the hospital in the first place? To heal?” Mrs. Child felt clear that day, and her mind was always sharper without the pain. “And there I was, after a nurse accidentally left me in the lobby. You’re exactly what I need to survive this condition, but I’m just another set-up to hurt you further. Maybe steal the rest of your power, so you can’t go after the poisoner and take revenge.”

Mr. Rain didn’t deny it. “It doesn’t change anything.”

“It does for me,” she said. “Get out.”

For months after that, Mrs. Child did not seek out his treatment. It was not easy. The creature inside her craved nourishment. Without the blind man and the storm that followed, she was parched and her skin cracked like white scales. Janet brought her Korean face creams and massaged coconut oils into her feet. Mrs. Child slept more, as weeks pulled and braided into the new spring. The nurses gave her a morphine drip and a button to activate it when the creature inside her drilled holes up through her stomach lining to feed. Sometimes, she couldn’t breathe from the terror of it. At those times, she gripped Janet’s arm until it bruised and loudly hurled insults at every doctor in the hospital. Still, Mrs. Child thought about Mr. Rain’s voice when he talked about flying; she thought about glimpses of his blind yellow eyes behind sunglasses. She wanted to be strong enough not to hurt him.

She slept longer, and longer, until one day she woke to hear Janet crying in the bathroom adjoining her room. Janet didn’t visit daily after that—or perhaps Mrs. Child slept through her visits. Janet’s absence made Mrs. Child shake, and she spent her waking moments staring at the stained wall to the left of her television. A few times, perhaps because she could no longer find the strength to speak, Janet came to visit with red in her hair, wearing day-old clothes and perfumes not her own. In all the little details, Mrs. Child saw her daughter falling away from her.

At some point, Mrs. Child became convinced: she was dying, and they were taking her children away.

The next sunny day. Mrs. Child whisper-begged a nurse to wheel her down to the lobby again. Mr. Rain was there, smelling of gray skies. He held her hand that day. “It’ll be all right,” he told her. “It’ll be all right soon.”

And he made it all right. For the next five years, the creature lived in her but did not kill her.

She was fine, she thought. The thing in her grew, and grew, growing pods and seedlings that fell out of her and were taken away. The creature grieved for lost children and, recently, it had grown strong enough to crawl out of her—short periods of time she was left without pain and clear-headed enough to think—but the creature came back. It always came back to crawl inside her, bringing agony again.

She was fine. Happy, even. She was sick but not dying, and so long as she stayed like that, so long as Janet Margaret Child pitied her too much to fly, her daughter would never leave her.

終
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SCHEME SKIN WITH TIGERS

與虎謀皮

I read and reread Janet’s messages, constructing whole genealogies of causes and effects, and whole picture books of events. I picture versions of her lives—even the ones in B.C. that she never lived—and find little place in any of them for me. I continue to daydream right up until the moment Paul knocks on my door. “Your lawyer called. She says you should answer your phone . . . and Mr. Li found you a funeral venue.”

I blink blearily from under the covers. Unlike four years ago, I can’t just hide away in my room. Aunt Tigress’s body will rot. The tentacled old one is still hiding in a woman I harmed years ago. The sky is still red.

There’s still Janet.

Aunt Tigress’s funeral, more than two weeks after her death, is shabby.

She didn’t have much money, and most funeral services in the city refused to take her—some refused because her death was an active investigation, and others because they knew her and hated her. After some groveling, I convinced Mr. Li to find me a private mixed-faith chapel in the Hamptons. It is a homely space, with an IKEA altar and dollar store candles. The calligraphy scrolls and crosses on the walls are cheap plastic, and the chapel master refused to conduct the funeral.

The wood casket hosting Tigress’s skin looks too large for the altar room, and too dark in the red light from the bay windows. I cannot afford a bed of flowers or standing wreaths, just a daisy bouquet with two irises and a purple ribbon. The sashes hanging around the room are white—not opulent gold—and they are plain paper and scotch tape, not cloth. There is no holy one to play suona for her, no eulogies, no one to break tiles to ease her passage underground. I use Paul’s Spotify account for the music.

Yet, I make the funeral a fitting sendoff. I wash the room with smoke and spices until the light is clean and heavy. I set my rooster on the main windowsill of the altar room, as the eyestone of a gray rune. I send my fox around the casket, to decorate the warmth of the room with florets of icy cold. My incubus is half as agile after torn wings but doesn’t want to show weakness. It flaunts wide aerial circles, darting through the lazy blades of the ceiling fan, leaving ribbons of multicolored lights.

I set out twenty black fold-out chairs for guests and then I sit, tired, in the front row. I wonder if Aunt Tigress would even want sacred solemnity at her funeral. She’d worn red and her orange scarf to Father’s.

In the obituaries, in the white invitation slips, and in short emails sent to contacts scavenged from her laptop, I wrote that the funeral would start at three in the afternoon. Three comes, and passes, and no one shows.

Mama refuses to attend, and Paul doesn’t know Tigress from a pot of pasta. Miss Little is booked into next year because of panic from the red in the sky. I didn’t send Janet an invitation. But surely, some of Tigress’s long-time clientele and her kiosk suppliers will come. Surely, her neighbors will drop in. Surely, a woman as large as Tigress cannot pass with no one noticing.

Minutes sweep by.

I think about standing next to Aunt Tigress, in the light of a bloody sky, and extolling her virtues to an empty room. I grip the chairback and breathe fast. I can’t. My gut roils. The empty altar hall is a stark condemnation of an unloved woman. When I pass, will it be like this? Will Mama or Paul host me by the riverside with a solitary joss burner? I put a hand to my mouth. I see a sickly green from the corner of my eye as my incubus flies for the door.

The door opens and Janet steps through. She is dressed quietly, like she did with her mom, and the red of her hair is luminescent against her black sweater. She stands back against the door and folds her arms.

She said she didn’t believe me, but she is here.

I think I should be horrified that Janet is here. Tigress, in every sense of the word, is the villain in Janet’s story. But strangely, my pulse settles. I look at Janet. I remember lilac branches and how she looked when candlelight caught her smile at Angela’s that night.

I find myself walking up to the closed casket, touching the patterned wood of it. I breathe in deep. I look at Janet before I am able to start.

“Aunt Tigress was an extraordinary individual,” I tell the not-empty room, half full with Janet and my familiars. “She wasn’t always nice, but she always knew what she wanted and how to get it. She, um . . . other than my father, she was the first to show me new worlds outside my house. She taught me to hunt, and a bunch of other skills. Um . . . for a couple years my stepdad turned my family vegan, and you know, I would’ve died if I couldn’t feed myself.” Janet snorts, warm and familiar, but it isn’t enough. I continue, louder and more eager to finish. “Sometimes, after school, she took me to Denny’s, because she couldn’t afford anything else, and got me platefuls of meat. So, I loved her a lot. And today, I won’t apologize for it.”

I finish and exhale slowly. I cannot read Janet’s expression. I walk toward her. The room falls away from my peripheral vision. Sensing my unease, my fox leaves her post at the back of the room and bounds for me. I pull my fox in front of me as a shield. “Janet, this is the fox. She helped fight off the . . . you know, in the parking lot. She’s the one in the shoebox. This is her human form.”

My fox’s human form looks a little like me, with dark hair and an upturned nose. She wears the same black dress I wore to my father’s funeral, and the hem drops just below her knees. I don’t have shoes that fit her, but she left the night before and returned with an orange flip-flop and a blue wheelie shoe. I put her hair up so her gray pupils don’t look so severe. 

Janet looks over my fox from hair to flip-flop. “Remarkable,” she acknowledges.

Fox giggles, flattered, but my grip on her shoulders tightens. Janet sounds angry, as I expected.

My words spew. “Janet, I didn’t know if you’d want to come today. I thought it’d be awkward. I meant to call. Is your mom all right? Has she relapsed . . . or anything?”

Janet keeps her face blank. “I’m trying to think before I talk, for once.”

My tongue feels thick. “And?”

“I’m thinking there are a few misunderstandings here,” Janet says. “For example, right after I introduced you to my mom, shared her illness and the uncomfortable issues important to me, you ghosted me. I had to find out about this funeral through Jack. That may cause misunderstanding.”

I stammer, “I didn’t mean to ghost you.”

Janet continues, “You know what else causes misunderstanding?”

I shake my head numbly. My fox leans back against me, her soft head and a hint of ears press into my shirt front.

Janet pauses, licks her lips. “Approaching a girl I’m interested in under false pretenses. It might make her feel used. Might make her feel like I only dated her and slept with her because I needed something from her. That’s not the case.” Janet steps closer. “I have a bunch of excuses, but I shouldn’t have done that. And I definitely shouldn’t have lost my temper at the hospital. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again, I promise I’ll walk away if I ever feel out of control again.” Her voice hardens. “But I need you to understand I’m not a whore. Sleeping with you and needing you to save my mom are two different issues.”

Janet’s voice feels too loud. I glance around us, even though there is no one else here. All the comfort her presence brought vanishes. The air is too spicy. The lights are bright and too heavy. I feel dissected and pinned open beneath them. My eyes sting and my mouth tastes bitter at the corners. “I would’ve called you tomorrow,” I say. “I read some of my dad’s notes, talked to Jack, and I have a plan to help your mom.”

“I didn’t come to talk about my mom today,” Janet says. “I don’t want this to be awkward. I’m trying to say the right things. If it’s not enough, you have to tell me. Do you accept my apology or not?”

Does Janet have to say this now? Here, at Aunt Tigress’s funeral: a loud, roundabout vengeance for all the wrongs I committed in life? My throat is dry. I feel smaller than usual. “I bought a platter of cheese and fruit, and rice crackers. They’re in the car.” Just in case, I also brought a box of tissues from home. The tissues are unnecessary, in the end; no one mourns for Tigress.

Janet wrinkles her nose and reaches for me. “Tam. You can’t avoid me.”

Sensing my distress, my fox narrows her eyes and the side of one lip curls up to reveal teeth. The ears nestled in her hair rise, and I feel the tension in her shoulders and back.

Janet pulls her hand back, staring at my fox. I don’t know if she can see the teeth, the froth of drool, or the bloodlust in the cadaver’s long-dead eyes. I slide one hand down to my fox’s chest to hold her still, and I smooth her ears back with the other hand. “Calm down, fox,” I mutter, and then, “I’m not avoiding you, Janet.”

“I’m sure,” Janet drawls. She gives my fox a wary glance, but then reaches out and puts her hand on top of mine, on top of my fox’s head. The pads of her fingers are rough with years of fencing and kendo. I flinch, try to pull away, but Janet tightens her grip. “What do you want from me, Tam Lin?”

Maybe after what I did with Aunt Tigress, I have no right to feel hurt. Maybe it all really is as separate and simple as Janet says. She stands before me, saying all the right things loudly and fearlessly. But . . . but I do hurt. Even if I can’t articulate why, even if it makes me feel petty and terribly inhuman.

“I’m not avoiding you,” I repeat. “And this thing with your mom and my aunt is complicated. But . . .” My voice falters. “But this is my aunt’s funeral. It’s not . . .” It’s not the time or place, even if no one came, but I don’t manage to say that last part out loud.

Janet holds my gaze for a moment longer, and nods. Her voice returns to an indoor volume. “I’m sorry for your loss, Tam.” She releases my hand. Her scent lingers against my arm. “So then, what now?”

“Now?” 

“I googled Chinese funerals,” Janet says. “Do you have any elaborate rituals planned?”

Mostly, I’d planned for more people. I give my fox a last pat and release her back into the room. She runs between the chairs and settles next to Aunt Tigress’s casket to poke at the wood, muttering something about a box. I tell myself I am not fighting with Janet and will my frown to soften before I turn back to her.

“Want to help with the joss burner?” I ask.

I’d found an old red burner among Father’s things and scrubbed it with vinegar and hot water until the calcium and ash chipped away. During the funeral, I kept the burner in the back of Mama’s minivan, with the windows cracked slivers to air out the scent of ash. I found gold-printed ghost money at a local Asian convenience store, at four dollars a pack. I couldn’t afford custom-made paper mansions or cars or credit cards, but I folded a modest paper house and some outfits and a humanoid servant out of gold-flecked origami paper. I didn’t follow the tradition of naming the paper servant and breathing life into its mouth, just to burn it the next day.

We leave the rooster overlooking the altar room. Janet and I walk around the chapel to the parking lot. We lug the red joss burner from Mama’s car and set it a safe distance from the building. I whisper into the gray ashes at the bottom of the burner to light it. We remove the three-holed lid of the joss burner and squeeze the paper house inside until its roof catches fire. My incubus snatches at orange specks of embers in the smoke, while my fox curls up on the hood of Janet’s monstrous car and goes to sleep.

“So . . .” Janet begins, “is joss paper for the deceased, or a bribe to the corrupt ministry of the dead?”

“Um . . . both?” I answer. I don’t know how to elaborate.

Janet laughs. “You’re awful at explaining. Where’s Jack when you need him?”

“He said he might make it but to start without him.” We run out of things to say for a long time. Janet squats next to the burner and watches me fold paper into gold-edged angles and drop them into the fire. Eventually, she holds out a hand. I give her half a stack of paper, and we leaf gold into the fire to flush Aunt Tigress with money in her afterlife.

About three quarters through the joss paper, half a quiet hour later, I feel a tug on my heart and wince.

“What is it?” Janet asks.

“My gray rune just broke,” I mutter. I drop the wad of paper into the fire and clap the joss burner lid back on. A flare of heat in the burner sends out gray butterfly ash. I take off for the altar room with long strides. After a moment’s hesitation, Janet catches up to me.

“Tam, remember I’m basically a muggle,” she says. “What’s going on?”

“My rooster just told me the gray rune I drew this morning is broken,” I tell her. When she doesn’t look any less confused, I add, “Something just opened Aunt Tigress’s casket.”

We both think of the tentacled old one in the fog simultaneously, and our quickened footsteps become panicked. Around the bend of the chapel and through the front doors. I catch a glimpse of a suited figure standing over Aunt Tigress’s casket.

“Fox!” I bellow.

A streak of ice crosses the floor, as my fox drops her human form and hurtles past us.

The next second, I recognize Jack’s oversized suit jacket and the creases at the fringes of his hair. I recognize his yelp, when my fox beds her teeth into the skin just above his collar.

“Fox, stop!” I shriek.

My fox does not stop, biting deeper, harder, bringing Jack to his knees. I grab for her, peeling her off Jack. The fox twists in my arms, even snapping at me. I drop her and grip the thread between us to keep her leashed, panting. She snarls at me and then, sensing my dismay, she disappears beneath a bank of fold-out chairs. She licks the ice and blood from her black lips and teeth. Jack clasps a hand to his bloody neck. He looks up, bewildered and terrified.

“Shit, Jack, are you all right? Janet, do you have a first aid kit?”

“In my car.” Janet nods and disappears beyond the chapel door.

I take a few calming breaths. Then, indignation kicks in. “What are you doing here?”

“I-I . . .” Jack starts, teeth beginning to chatter behind blue lips.

“I thought you were the old one!” I squat and pry Jack’s hands away from his neck. The tips of his fingers are frost-bitten. The veins in his neck are blue and prominent around the bite. I call my incubus over and direct it to open two pinprick punctures in Jack’s neck, below the bite. Tiny ice shards bleed out of one hole, and I waft incense smoke into the other to take the edge off the frostbite. “What were you doing?” I demand, when Jack’s face is less pale. “I texted you about coming to the funeral. Why are you sneaking around?”

Jack doesn’t meet my eyes. “N-nothing,” he says around gritted teeth. “I’ll just g-go.”

Janet, with a tattered first aid kit, stands a few steps back. “We should patch you up first. What exactly happened? Looks like you were bitten? And your color . . . First aid’s not going to cut it for poison.”

“It’s not poison. It’s frostbite,” I say. I fold my arms. “You know, we might not be friends, Jack, but I think I have a right to know why you’re breaking into my aunt’s casket.”

Jack says nothing. I bristle. Maybe this is a boy used to secrets, to working under a demon contractor, and maybe I had a morally questionable aunt, but he is the one trying to desecrate my aunt’s meager remains. Common human courtesy puts me in the right here, doesn’t it?

“Tam, can you get us some warm water?” Janet asks. “Lukewarm, not hot.”

“The frostbite? I’ve already . . .”

Janet gives me a look. I huff and go off to hunt for a container. I find a blue basin full of rags in the storage closet next to the bathroom. I run water through the basin until the plastic sides are clear of detergent and soap stains. When I return, I overhear Janet speaking. “Yeah, well, that’s obvious. Even a toddler can tell Tigress was a villain. Tam and I are perfectly aware of that. Me more than most. We’re not pretending she’s a victim.”

Jack has his back to me. His head drops lower. “Miss Lin is Tigress’s family . . . I-I didn’t know if . . .”

Janet sits back from Jack. She cuts the end of white gauze and tucks it against Jack’s neck. Her voice is brusque. “Jack, people I’m related to have done terrible things to people you’re related to. Yeah? Some of that oppression, that neglect, continues to this day. Maybe it’s not the same thing, but I know what it’s like to be accountable for my heritage.” She looks up at me in the doorway. “And I believe we are responsible for the crimes of our parents, especially if we benefited from what they took. Tam feels the same way. She obviously loved Tigress, but they’re not working together now, are they? They haven’t talked for years. I know her. She’ll take responsibility. Right, Tam?”

I pinch my lips together so tightly I’m sure they are pale, but the breath that hangs high in my throat all day finally settles into the hollow in my gut. This, more than Janet’s apologies or explanations, relieves me—but I don’t know why. I exhale slowly and put the basin of water at Jack’s feet. “Why do you need my aunt’s body, Jack?”

Jack wrings his hands. He manages a smile that doesn’t smell like a smile. “I’m a trained medium, even if I have no license . . . So, I thought . . .”

“So, you’re going to summon Tigress’s ghost?” Janet asks.

I freeze as Jack explains that mediums perform different roles in different cultures. Some sects, he says, don’t have to talk to ghosts. Some can pick up slivers of an individual’s thoughts from epithelial cells caught in the fabric of clothing. They can, quite literally, read the memories of dust.

I know of only a few mediums in Calgary, mostly through Google reviews. I look at Jack again, focusing. The air around him is incredibly still. Dust and lint fall. When he fidgets, the slight wrinkles in his outfit do not change. His heartbeat is slow, his blood makes no noise, and until my fox bit him, he had very little scent. That’s why he was able to hide his emotions from me, I realize. He was trained to do so.

If Jack is a competent medium, once he touches Tigress’s body, she will no longer have secrets from him. I try not to think about her secrets—our secrets—but shame builds in the back of my skull, like a heavy, static-filled tumor. I walk around them to Aunt Tigress’s casket, and, after an unhealthy moment of hesitation, unlatch it and lift the lid.

Aunt Tigress’s human skin is sewn over fluid and cotton or whatever the funeral homes use to mimic flesh and bone. Most of her is covered by a shawl and dress. Without a feline-esque skull and incising muscles underneath, her face is pulled too tight in some places and loose in others. I barely recognize her. Neither Aunt Tigress nor I have the money for a proper restoration, so there are holes and wrongness around this body. Beneath her perfume, she smells so strongly of alcohol and chemicals I almost gag.

Janet peers in next to me, and I hear a sharp intake of breath, though she doesn’t comment.

I never wanted to see Aunt Tigress again. If I had found a willing venue, I would’ve cremated her first, as Miss Little recommended. “I’m terrified of finding out what else Aunt Tigress has done,” I blurt. “Almost as much as I’m scared of the Suit.”

Jack surges to his feet. “I won’t fuss,” he promises. “I won’t judge. I don’t even have to tell you. I’m sorry about sneaking in. Tam, please. I need to see what Tigress has done.”

For the first time, he calls me Tam. Perhaps that’s why I don’t press him on why Aunt Tigress’s memories matter so much to him.

And Janet is right about me. While the rest of me wants to cut threads and run away, a sliver wants forgiveness. It is the same part of me that is relieved when Janet talks about taking responsibility.

It is very difficult—to open my fingers and step back from Aunt Tigress’s casket. Jack thanks me, almost giddy, and approaches. He takes a few box breaths, and I see calm settle over him. Candles around us stop flickering, and the wisps of smoke draw long straight lines up toward the ceiling. Even Janet holds her breath, so she doesn’t disturb the heavy silence that settles over the altar room.

Jack slips his hands into his pockets, and they emerge smelling of chalk and tea tree oil. He spreads his fingers very wide, and slowly lowers his palms into the casket to touch the body. His eyes move beneath closed eyelids. He smells a little now. Just the slightest hint of salt in the sweat on his brow and the cold on his neck. He stands very still, as if he had stood in that spot all his life and can remain standing until trees and wilderness replace the suburbs and houses.

Then Jack’s face falls, and he steps back.

“Did you see anything?” Janet asks.

Jack looks at me, and I nod. “Tell me.”

Jack’s voice is strangely calm. “Tam, this isn’t your aunt’s skin. Someone just painted it to look like her.”

My breath catches.

“That’s impossible,” Janet shakes her head, uneasy. “It’s ludicrous. Isn’t it?”

I rock back from Jack and lean on the casket to support myself. My fingers fumble against the wood. All I smell is embalming fluid and pungent perfumes. Inside, the stuffed skin looks a little like Aunt Tigress: the curl of hair by her left ear and her missing canine. There are familiar eyes on the stretch of her face. Her lips are thin, turned down in the corners into wrinkles and dimples. They’d put earrings in her lobes. “Then whose . . .”

Who died in Aunt Tigress’s place? Where is Aunt Tigress now?

Jack gently arranges a fold of the body’s shawl. He is careful to keep reprimands out of his voice. “It’s the skin of an older human woman, maybe in her sixties, stitched together with a bone needle and painted with Tigress’s features. The skin’s owner is still trapped inside. I don’t know where your aunt is, or if she really is dead, but she’s not here.”

I can’t tell the difference. It’s weird to not recognize Aunt Tigress. I put my finger on the mole, down the lines of fake Tigress’s cheek, on cold human skin. It feels different—the dead—and the texture changes as much as the temperature. Just beneath the jawline, my fingernails catch on the first seam where the skin that isn’t Aunt Tigress is sewn together. My voice breaks. “There’s something I need to do here tonight. Will you help me?”

Jack’s eyes go wide. “Yeah. Yeah, of course. Let me just call Miss Little.” He slips away from Janet and crosses the room.

Janet says, “Anything for you, Tam. So long as we’re not, like, summoning the dead.”

I pause. “Okay, just Jack can stay then.”

“Wait.” It is strangely satisfying to see Janet’s mouth drop open. She shakes her head. “Wait. I’m in. Just dealing with dead people, right? Shit. Fine. I’m in.”

• • •

That evening, after a call to the chapel owner, we lay out a white sheet from the upstairs linen closet. Jack clears away all religious paraphernalia, photos and paintings and the candles on the altar. Janet and I lift the skin that isn’t Aunt Tigress from her casket and stretch it across the sheet on the floor. The skin is light, hollow, with only its ghost and embalming fluid-soaked cotton within.

I run a damp cloth along the skin, along the raised bumps where stitches are hidden by thick foundation. Long, even strokes, like Aunt Tigress taught me, so as not to agitate the ghost lingering inside.

Janet returns from a coffee run and squats across from me. She offers a tall tea in one hand and an opulent whipped cream monstrosity in the other. Jack takes the whipped cream. I put my mouth around the straw of the tea and take a long drink.

Janet is uncharacteristically quiet. Nervous, I think, though I don’t know for sure. She says, “You know, Tam, I’ve seen this movie. We contact the wrong demon, so it kills us all and dangles our bodies off the Peace Bridge by our feet.”

Jack glances up from where he is drawing a new gray rune—different from mine because we learned from different practices, and he doesn’t call it a gray rune. “Demons don’t do that,” he says. “And there are lots of ways to contact the dead safely. They’re just tricky to get answers from.”

Janet shrugs. “Wouldn’t someone have figured out this wasn’t her? The police think this was a murder. There would’ve been genetic samples taken. I mean, you can get genetic tests online these days.”  

I look up at her. “You don’t have to be nervous, Janet. Ghosts, if you want to call them that, are pretty harmless at consecrated sites. Even cheaply built ones like this.”

“So did your aunt fake her own death?” Janet asks. “Or did her murderer do this?”

“We don’t have enough evidence either way,” Jack says. He peers at me, and quickly looks away.

“Aunt Tigress did it,” I say softly, still washing the skin with long, even strokes. “I know it. I don’t know how, or why, but I know she did it. When the villagers came to Grandmama’s mountain, she stole the roads and turned the forests inside out for three days and nights. Aunt Tigress once said if she was lord of the mountain, she would’ve killed them and impaled them on trees for whole villages to see.”

Jack shudders. By the time he finished drawing runes across the windows, I’d cleaned the skin from the neck down to the frail ankles. Black stitches appear, like a train track across a tundra of wrinkles and blemishes. I can see the imperfections in this body now. Aunt Tigress had drawn a convincing replica of her face, but the skin mismatches at the hairline and where the paint stops just beneath the neck.

Jack sets thin scissors next to me, soaking in a blue basin of hot vinegar. He checks a black leather watch. “Can you do this without unraveling the ghost?”

“Why? Do you feel sorry for her?” I wash my hands in vinegar, cleaning under each fingernail.

“That too. I also have questions I want to ask.” Jack offers a handful of table salt. I dust my palms with it, toss a pinch over my shoulder for good luck, and begin.

With Janet’s help, I sit with the body’s head between my thighs, tilt the skin’s head up to expose the neck. I set the scissors against the first stitch, take a deep breath, and cut the knot.

The body screams: a thin, broken sound without a trachea or larynx. Jack jerks and puts both hands over his ears. The house rattles around us for a moment. Janet doesn’t hear the sounds, but she jumps at Jack’s reaction before gripping her knees until her knuckles turn white. It takes her a moment, but eventually her face is impassive again. Her shoulders relax, and only her too-steady gaze betrays her nerves.

The malice of the ghost between my hands burns. Blisters rise against my palms as I make the second cut, snapping black thread. The body lurches, barely kept in place by my legs wrapped around its chest.

That, Janet sees, and I watch a muscle tighten in her cheek. I inhale. I smell the sweetgrass still lingering on Jack’s sleeves, and I smell the birthday cake gloss on Janet’s lips. I continue.

Beside me, Jack hums an unfamiliar tune. The angry ghost hesitates. I trim along the woven seams, peeling the skin back layer by layer and cutting into the white silk underneath, where capillaries join.

Jack lights a handful of herbs that smell of food. It reminds me of warm breads and hearty dumplings drenched in oyster sauce. Then, he sings, in a language I don’t recognize, what I assume are songs from his childhood. He taps on his knees, and the thump is rhythmic. Through the hours of the night, he sings the Beatles and Enya, and what sounds like Afro-Soul, and the songs of things dwelling on this land. All the while, he drums and drums and the ghost remains quiet.

I cut along the neck, beneath the lobes of the body’s sagging breasts. I peel back pale folds along the body’s stomach. Inside, the ghost wove defenses for itself—cocooned itself in silk. Every other strand is laced pink with blood. The cocoon takes up most of the body cavity, nestled between the fibrous material the funeral home used to stuff the cadaver.

I look up. Jack has his eyes closed. He is stretched on his side next to the white sheet and is possibly out of his body. His bread-scented smudge is burned down to nothing. Janet is cross-legged on my other side. Her face is very pale.

“Janet,” I say quietly, “can you dump the vinegar and fill the basin with warm water?”

Janet hesitates. She rattles her empty Starbucks cup, and settles for leaning forward to wipe the grime from the corners of my mouth with her fingers. “Sure thing, Tam Lin,” she says. Her gait is unsteady after sitting on the floor for so long. I hear the tap run in the washroom.

“You can set it on the mat by the front door,” I tell her when she returns. “And then step back. It might splash or even tip over.”

“I can hold the basin steady,” Janet says.

I look at her, wide-eyed.

“Told you. I’m all in.” Janet sets the water by the door, shifting the basin until it sits flat between Jack’s leather shoes and my runners. I rub my toes together, nervous, before approaching, cocoon in hand.

I lay the ghost into the basin, and slosh at the silk exterior gently with water until the seams begin to part, until I can wiggle my fingers between the weave. I spread my digits. The silk nooses against my skin, resistant.

“I’m glad I don’t see anything,” Janet says.

I tell her, “It just looks like a bowl of hair. Bubblegum pink hair, like from Harajuku.”

The ghost webbing between my hands stirs. A low groan, a face that emulates screaming. The water ruptures upward, drenching Janet’s half-dyed hair and splashing up my arms. The basin jerks, but despite Janet’s sudden intake of breath and a hissing string of curses, she holds it steady. Something nudges the heel of my palm, and I feel cold.

“Jesus, something touched my wrist,” Janet says through gritted teeth. She shakes the water out of her eyes.

“It’s like getting licked by an angry puppy. It’s not scary.” I strain my hands against the silk, prying the cocoon open to reveal the ghost within. I sniff at the air, and hear Jack’s wakefulness settle back into his body. “Good timing,” I say, and close my fingers, interlocking them over the unwoven cocoon to envelop the ghost. I keep my voice low. “Jack, I have the ghost exposed.”

Jack climbs blearily to his feet. It takes him three blinks to remember where he is and take in the two of us squatting by the door. He scrambles to us. I catch him slipping something white and thin beneath his tongue. He puts his right hand over mine in the tub and his left hand over Janet’s eyes. “Shut your eyes, Janet,” he warns. “This really shouldn’t be the first supernatural thing you see.”

“That’s hardly fair,” Janet complains. “This is supernatural censorship.”

“When you’re ready, I’ll let go,” I say.

“I’m ready,” Jack says. His body coils in anticipation. He has to be motivated by more than professional curiosity, I think, but the thought is swallowed by the next heave of ethereal agony from the water basin.

I lift my hands, and at the same time, Jack bends down and blows something that smells like pine and tobacco into the water. A wreath of smoke circles the basin before falling. The ghost shrinks back in the loops of silk. The water surface pulses with bubbles. Jack waits a moment, and when nothing more happens, I see his face crumble. His shoulders sag, and he sits back down. I close my fingers back over the frightened ghost and say nothing.

Janet, though, has no such restraint. “What did you want to find out, Jack?” she asks.

Jack glances between us, and his expression is very young. “I’m making sure the ghost is not sta-au. The rest . . . I don’t want to say yet. Excuse me. I need to go to the washroom.” Jack scurries off. He pauses at the washroom door and looks over his shoulder. “It was a very clean extraction,” he says. “You were taught well, Tam.” It shouldn’t sound like criticism, but it does.

“Did I offend him again?” Janet wonders aloud.

“I should wash my hands too,” I tell her, smelling the sweat and iron from them. The sewn skin doesn’t bleed—is, in fact, mostly dry on the white linen sheet—but the magic on it cakes into the lines of my palms like yellow calcium down a drain. My eyelids feel heavy. “You good, Janet?”

“I’m fine,” Janet says, looking at me rather than down into the basin. “Not as bad as I thought.” She heaves the water up and carries it over to the window, where Jack’s runes stretch across the glass.

I don’t quite make it to the washroom, and lean on a nearby wall to catch my breath. I smell Jack returning—he is still scentless, but he carries a wooden idol shaped like an ornate stepping stool. The wood smells like egg whites, with whiffs of plantain and starch in the grain.

“Ghost on the stool please,” I hear Jack say. “Yes, like that. Be gentle with her.”

At some point, my incubus climbs into my hair and curls behind one ear. Someone wraps a lemon-scented duvet around me. My fox is a cool weight pressed against my belly. “Janet?” I call.

“I’m here,” I hear. Her voice smells like toothpaste.

Good. It’s good Janet is here. I let myself sink. It’s good. “Thank you, Jack.”

I don’t think he hears me, but his voice is there in my dreams, close to my ear and across the room. “The Chinese have a saying,” he says, and then continues in fluent Mandarin. I don’t think I’ve ever heard Chinese spoken by a First Nations person before, and the soft cadences are soothing. “They say never scheme for fur with tigers. Do you know what else people say?”

I answer, “Never trade whispers with ghosts.”
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MIDNIGHT CONSULTATION

夜深人靜

Speaking of ghosts.

The three of us arrange to meet at Miss Little’s office the following night. She won’t be there, but her territory still offers a modicum of protection. I’m not often downtown after hours, and the thought is daunting, especially after the Suit and the tentacled old one. On the train ride, I press my rooster pebble against my throat, so tightly I feel my heartbeat in my jugular. I glance up every time the train doors open and let in tumbling snowfall. I exit a stop too early and don’t make it back onto the train in time. I kick my shoes against the snowy curb so they sit more comfortably around my feet, and I walk.

Night brings moisture and a strange hollowness to the streets of downtown Calgary. Traffic lights hang low, and the street signs are half-caked with ice. I shudder and hitch my coat up higher, fixing my eyes on the gray street corners and the dark between buildings. Thankfully, I am not pursued. Not tonight. I don’t exhale until I’m within striking distance of the enormous glass python winding up Miss Little’s building. A relieved sigh fogs up around me. There is a moment of awkwardness with the building’s security, before I take the long, hot ride up in the elevator.

Miss Little’s office is even warmer than the rest of the building. I spot the plastic basin from the funeral chapel sitting on the floor just outside the elevator. A black plastic sheet, weighted down with porous rocks, covers the blue rim. Water moves in the basin, causing slurps and carbonated bubbling.

The receptionist at the counter points me to Miss Little’s pristine conference room, behind frosted glass doors.

The conference room is brightly lit. A long rectangular table with dark-stained wood takes up most of the space. I count ten chairs with elegant white leather and curved backs. The room’s exterior window faces west. In the torpor of winter, the night is full dark, starry with celestial eyes.

Janet hasn’t arrived yet, and I watch Jack hang a bundle of wildflowers and weeds over the door frame. He lights bowls of incense on the windowsills, using the ash to draw lines and vectors on the westward-facing glass. I don’t know enough about his rituals to help.

I read what I can of Jack’s drawings. “You want the ghost to come in through the doors, talk to us, and leave through the window?”

Jack nods. “It’s important for ghosts to have an exit strategy. If they have nowhere to go, they attach to places or people. We don’t want to be haunted, on top of everything else.”

I watch him arrange and rearrange his lines and his medicines. Janet isn’t here to distract me, and Jack never lifts his head to meet my eyes. Despite the warmth in Miss Little’s office, I feel cold again. I sit in one of the chairs, sinking into the plush of it. Passing vehicles pull pale glows across the ceiling. Jack brushes by me, fussing with beverages.

“What . . .” I lick my lips and try again. “What do you think Aunt Tigress did to the ghost?”

Jack stiffens and looks out of the corner of his eye at me. His voice is quiet. “Does it matter what I think?”

“I don’t know anything about you,” I say. “I don’t know who you are. You were so desperate to read Aunt Tigress’s memories, and you act like she did something terrible to you, personally.” When Jack doesn’t answer, just lowers his head to fiddle with the arrangement of chairs again, I plunge on. “What did she do? Janet said . . . she said I have to take responsibility, and when she said that, I felt so peaceful. So clear. But then I realized I don’t know most of the things Aunt Tigress did.”

Jack isn’t my therapist, but he settles in the seat next to me, and his eyes and expression are calm. I forget what I want to say. I press my fingers to my mouth and feel the strained downturn there. “My entire life, I’ve avoided thinking about the harm Aunt Tigress did. It upset me,” I confide. “I want to know now. I want to know everything.”

Jack leans his head toward me and just says, “We’ll find out. For both of us.”

Janet arrives a little after that, brushing ice off her scarf. After a brief exchange of niceties—Janet’s version of it—with the receptionist, she helps herself to office coffee and wraps her hands around the warm mug.

“Well, this place smells expensive,” is the first thing she says to me. Janet settles in the seat next to mine. She keeps yawning, and slumps next to her coffee mug.

“You don’t have to be here, if you’re not comfortable,” I tell her. “You don’t like ghosts.”

“Nobody likes ghosts,” Janet informs me primly. “You and Jack are the freaks here.” She takes my hand and squeezes it before I can retort or take offense.

“I’ve never done this without supervision before,” Jack admits, wringing his hands. “I’m a little nervous.”

“Fan-fucking-tastic,” Janet says, and her fingers tighten around the edge of her coffee mug. Her next words are impatient. “Come on. What are you waiting for, then. Let’s get the seance over with.”

So, Jack strips the dark cloth from the blue basin by the elevator door. As the minutes spill down into midnight, we sit in that conference room. And we wait.

The ghost is late; a ludicrous turn of events. We peer out the conference room door at the basin, sitting there as if it were waiting for the elevator, as the water ripples and clumps of silken threads creep up over the blue plastic sides. Fourteen minutes later, the ghost emerges out of the basin. The dripping ghost is contoured like an old woman, with dark eczema scars on her cheeks and arms. She isn’t see-through, and the edges of her only distort a little, where she forgets herself, at her back and at her heels. She wears a long scrub, with stains deeply set into the edges.

The ghost slides her hand along the receptionist counter, leaving ice that melts into water beads. She works the stiffness out of her jaw, and we catch sight of teeth too straight and small to fit naturally into her mouth. “I’m here to see Mr. Little,” she says. “He called me here?”

The receptionist’s gaze rakes up the ghost’s body. “Thought your kind was supposed to be punctual. Just in there.”

The ghost walks into our conference room, a little stiff in her gait, as if she is uneasy in the lengths of her legs. Like most dead, she brings a chill with her, and wilts the small leaves and petals in the bunches of wildflowers Jack had arranged over the door frame. The ghost pauses to smell the incense that fills the conference room. She settles across from us. She tucks her legs beneath the seat, with one ankle behind the other.

Soundless, I stand and slip behind her to latch the door. Jack sits before the massive west window, barricading the ghost’s exit with his small silhouette.

“Where’s Mr. Little?” the ghost asks, agitated.

I return to my seat next to Janet and grasp her clammy hand.

Jack half-stands and adjusts his too-large jacket. “Do you want coffee? Or tea?” he asks. “We have a cappuccino machine upstairs as well. It wouldn’t take more than a minute to froth milk.”

“You’re in charge?” the ghost demands. “You called me here?”

Jack keeps his voice slow and low. “You can call me Jack Little. This is Tam and Janet.”

The ghost opens her mouth, her voice turning acidic. “You called me in. What do you want?”

Jack handles ghosts more gently than my father did. And certainly, with more care than Aunt Tigress or I ever did. “I’m sorry about the way I contacted you,” he says. He pours a coffee and adds three sugars and a lick of strangely thick milk.

The ghost stares as Jack slides the coffee down the table.

Jack turns to ask if we need anything. Janet swishes her half full mug, and I shake my head. I feel like I’m sitting on a dozen mosquito bites. Jack turns back to the ghost, watching the uncertain features shift and morph across her face. “I called you here because I was hired to look into the murder of a woman named Tigress.”

“Tigress is dead?” Distraught eyes blink, before the ghost gathers herself, “You’re blackmailing me?”

“Blackmail?” I echo. “What happened between you and Tigress?”

My voice cuts through the ghost, leaving physical streaks of blue nail polish color. The ghost vibrates, concentration disrupted.

Janet can’t see the ghost, but she watches my face. She smirks. “Not so good with ghosts, are we? Good. Good to know even the amazing Tam Lin can fuck up.”

I glower at her. “Shut up.”

Fortunately, after Janet and I lower our voices and speak to each other behind our hands, the ghost consolidates, and Jack is able to continue.

“I found your name and number in transactional records on her laptop,” Jack says. “Luckily, Tigress was a technology immigrant and didn’t have much cybersecurity. I cross-referenced her phone records. She contacted you a lot. I’m hoping you can tell me what she wanted from you, so I can paint a clearer picture of her actions leading up to her death.”

The ghost huffs. “I didn’t kill her or anything.”

No, of course not. If Aunt Tigress is actually dead, it would only be by the teeth of her own karma, not by the hands of old humans. It’s the opposite. Aunt Tigress was the murderer; this woman was her victim.

Jack fiddles with the notes on his phone and magnifies them with shaky thumbs. He addresses the old woman. “Your name is Miranda Chung. You’re a nurse from South Health Hospital. In the last four years, since your transactions with Tigress began, your daughter got into Queens. You won three minor lotteries. You were promoted. Twice. And your father beat cancer.”

Jack continues, “You may not have killed Tigress, but you knew she wasn’t a normal human.”

“My girl got into Queens on her own,” Miranda mutters. Her shoulders draw up.

Jack presses. “What did Tigress want from you?”

“Maybe Tigress was a philanthropist,” Miranda shoots back.

Jack asks, “Did you feel coerced into these dealings? Did you smell anything strange, or act out of character? If so, it wasn’t your fault. You were tricked.”

“Whatever I did or didn’t do,” Miranda says, “it’s on me. Telling me otherwise just to get information says a lot about you. Why should I tell you anything? I’m done being manipulated.”

“You’re right.” Jack gestures toward Janet, sitting at my other side. “Janet’s full name is Janet Margaret Child.”

Though Janet doesn’t see the ghost, perhaps she senses its gaze. Janet lifts her chin and says, “Guilty.”

The ghost stiffens, her face turning translucent. She pulses between tangibility, throbbing with myriad miseries. She whispers, “Guilty . . .”

“You recognize Janet’s name, don’t you? Does that change your mind? Talk to us, please,” Jack insists.

The ghost wavers. All her individual strands of hair are stained bubblegum pink again, the color of sinews and washed-out blood, with all the reds falling to the ends of each individual strand. Her scrubs wrinkle.

And then, she speaks. “What Tigress asked for didn’t seem inappropriate at the time. She wanted access to a patient in a private room. It seemed harmless. On the days she requested, we’d clear the halls. Tigress would go in, and we’d stand watch outside. Other times, she wanted us to wheel the patient down to the lobby for an afternoon.”

“And this patient?” Jack’s voice goes very soft, so very level and steady. “Her name is Eleanor Child?”

Janet doesn’t hear the other half of the conversation, but at the mention of her mother, she sits upright in her chair.

Miranda quivers. Her upset builds, doesn’t diminish. “Eleanor has cancer,” her voice comes hoarsely. “She also has . . . has somatic delusions that someone is stealing her children. Some of the other nurses talk. She always got so much worse after Tigress’s visits.” Miranda presses her hands to her face, and her voice is strange through her hollow fingers. “But I eavesdropped on them once, and they were just talking. Nothing . . . nothing . . . nothing wrong with talking!”

“Tigress wasn’t a normal human,” Jack says. “She might have ways of harming Eleanor Child that were not obvious.” 

Miranda tips forward as her anxiety reaches an apex. “A witch,” she says, fingers digging into her scalp. “She’s a witch! She’s not human!”

Janet startles as her elbows draw static from the table surface. The electricity runs down to the ends of her red hair, and she curses under her breath. She grabs my arm. “Tam,” she says, and my ears catch a hint of hysteria. “Did we make the ghost mad?”

Jack holds up a hand. “You did see something,” he presses the ghost. “What did you see?”

Miranda caterwauls. Her voice builds and fills the room. The mug before her tips forward, spills. The ceramic spins. Coffee and milk spill across the polished wood, splitting like oil and water. Janet manages not to leap out of her seat. She leans closer to me.

There are noises all around. Noises that sound like my own thoughts, so loud that even Janet catches them. Miranda raises her voice, trying to shake her memories of Tigress. Her ethereal body spills over the side of the chair. Her hair stands from her scalp, as if tugged by static. Red stains crawl down her scrubs, into her unraveling fingers.

When she tries to lunge forward, Jack’s fingers pinch into a holding gesture. He stands and steps aside, revealing the open window and the way out.

The ghost, unfortunately, does not notice the now-clear exit. Miranda falls heavily back into her chair. Her bloodstained silky hair knots and knots. Her wet hands and scrubs twist and the air twists around her. And in her screams, I catch torment so raw I am flayed by it. Miranda is so sad to be dead. So hateful and sad to have gained so much, and then lost everything.

She plants her hands on the table, her handprints in the spilled coffee. Her voice comes out terrifyingly angry. “Find Tigress for me. I’ll tell you everything.”

女鬼的故事

Miranda Chung didn’t have many friends on her line. Sometimes, she took her breaks with other nurses, but between her father’s post-cancer recovery and fixing the leak and mold in her single-room apartment, Miranda didn’t have much happy gossip to chat about.

At these times, she resorted to bragging about her daughter. “My daughter’s at Queens,” she would say. She’d show the photograph on her phone—the same photo she kept in her wallet and framed for the windowsill of her apartment. She’d then think of herself—hunched, with constant spills on her scrubs and constant yellow stains in her teeth, and sag. “You would never guess she was related to me.” The other nurses placated and made nice, but Miranda knew they didn’t disagree.

That was why, when the nurses wondered about Tigress, and a coalition rallied around unmasking her, Miranda volunteered. It would finally, finally, be something to tell the others about.

After every rainstorm, the Tigress called one of the numbers on her transaction document. She arranged a time, usually after eight and before ten at night, for a private meeting with Mrs. Eleanor Child. The nurse or hospital staff would linger in the hallway outside to head off interruptions. Mrs. Child didn’t have many visitors that late. Only twice, in those six years, did nurses have to turn her daughter away.

There was nowhere to hide in a private hospital room, so Miranda moved Mrs. Child to a different room, and hid in a medical supply closet.

The Tigress crept into the room, a pale little girl following at her heels. They avoided the sweeping light of stars from the window. 

“Fox kit,” the Tigress asked. “What do I smell?”

The little girl’s milky voice answered, “A woman. Chemotherapy. Late cancer.”

The Tigress made a disdainful noise from the back of her nose. “Humans,” she said, “are always so talented at dying.”

Cloaked in the scent of her recovering father, Miranda bit down on her knuckles and listened.

The Tigress’s voice came from right in front of the closet door, at the foot of Mrs. Child’s bed. “Mother, mother,” the Tigress said, “I’ve come so you can honor our deal.”

A whimper. Mrs. Child’s voice. “No . . . no . . .”

“Mother, mother,” Tigress said, more forcefully. “I’m here for your child.”

Cries. Thrashing, and the rattling of the cot. “No,” Mrs. Child cried. “No, no, no.”

“Tigress,” the little girl said. “The host won’t let the child come.”

Miranda heard gnashing teeth. “Then sit on her chest and hold her. If you can’t even do simple tasks like this, you’ll never see my niece again, you hear?” The Tigress didn’t raise her voice, but the crying escalated. Miranda put her hands over her ears.

The strange labor lasted about an hour before Mrs. Child slept again, exhausted. Miranda sagged in the closet. She felt as if she hung at the edge of herself, and if she slipped, she would fall into something terrifyingly deep and dark. She thought she heard an infant cry from somewhere far away. There was a sound like licking.

“When I gave you a host, I thought you could control it,” Tigress said.   

“What do you do with them?” someone asked. The voice was Mrs. Child’s, but sounded like a yawning pit and an endless squeeze. Miranda had wet herself, she realized. She was damp from her neck to her knees with sweat. Everything about that detached, echoing voice raked at her insides. “Why do you want my children?”

Tigress snorted. “You call them children now? You have seeds, not children. They’re barely fingernail clippings.”

There was no response for a time, and then Mrs. Child continued, “You let me live, subdued my host so I could bed my roots deep, and even watered me so I could flower and seed. I’m grateful to you. So I promised them to you; a child after every rainfall, flushed with a lord’s blessing. I sleep and grow and dream of them planted in fertile soil, or running in forest clearings.”

“Living in a human has made you sentimental, old one,” Tigress said. “Don’t worry. Your seedlings are fine. There’s a gaggle of them around my house at any time.”

“I want my children back. I want . . . a different deal.”

Tigress paused. “Maybe there’s something else you can do for me. Let me think about that. In the meantime, our original deal stands. Don’t sulk. You get your fertile body and all the power you could want, at the cost of just one seedling after each rainfall. That’s a good deal, no matter how you cut it.”

A rustle. Mrs. Child’s empty voice said, “I’m tired. Leave me to my dreams, Tigress.”

Then the presence and the pit faded. Miranda braced her hands against the inside of the closet, but she couldn’t stop her shaking knees.  

Outside, Tigress said, “Fox, take care of the eavesdropper.” The door of the room opened and shut.

Miranda bit into the fabric of her sleeve so she wouldn’t scream. The closet door opened quietly. A pale child stood there—maybe eight years old. A long gray trench coat fell past her waist and gathered at her feet. Her face was stiff, and her lips were nearly blue. For all the clarity in her eyes or the rouge on her cheeks, Miranda knew the child was dead: dead but pretending to be human. The child held her nostrils shut. “You peed,” the child said. Her voice was strange, like everything else that night. “Tigress’s nose isn’t very good. I could have fooled her, made her think it’s just the scent of the hospital, if you hadn’t peed.”

“Don’t kill me,” Miranda begged. “Do-don’t . . . I have a daughter. My dad needs me.”

The child held out a pale hand. “Come with me.”

Miranda curled in on herself. She cried for a long time, perhaps all night, but no matter how long she dawdled, no one came to the hospital room. Eventually, she looked up and saw the pale child still standing there with one arm outstretched. Miranda was calmer then, empty. Her feet felt light, and she floated. Urine dried sour between her legs.

The pale child held Miranda’s hand, and they walked the length of the city, buoyed by snow and ice. Miranda’s shoes were filled with frost, and the cold crept up until she couldn’t bend her knees. She recognized some of the streets and buildings from a distance. They came to a small neighborhood with old, faded road signs and the dull wash of chipped paint. The houses there were blocky, with assembly-line rigidity.

The child took Miranda to one of the single-wide homes and beckoned her to glance through the window.

There, Miranda blinked through the ice along her eyebrows and lashes, and the cracks in her glasses. She saw the Tigress cradle a thumb-sized infant in her palms. The baby had strange, disk-like eyes and no fingernails, and its body could fit in a whisky glass. It didn’t cry, just watched the Tigress lift it over her head. It tried to smile, small limbs outstretched. The Tigress’s jowls opened, impossibly wide, and her canines arched like scythes two by two.

The pale child was crying beside Miranda. Long streams of crying that froze halfway down her cheeks. “Watch,” she whispered. “Watch Tigress. I can’t tell anyone anything about her. I can only tell you.”

Why? Miranda wanted to ask. It was hard to think, harder to speak. She couldn’t feel her legs. Why am I allowed to know?

Slowly, she froze.

Through the window, the baby let out a wail as it finally realized there was danger. The Tigress let the baby fall into her maw and swallowed it whole. The baby screamed once. There was a crunch.

終
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WHAT DREAMS

莊周夢蝶

“Tigress ate them,” Jack murmurs shakily.

It is near noon the next day. The room is empty now—even the ghost is gone, having left through the open west window. Once out of the building, the ghost of Miranda Chung met the full sky and lost herself in the openness there. Disappeared, which is the best ending for most miserable specters. The ghost leaves the air cold and wet, and strangely bitter on the tongue.

Only the three of us remain at one end of the table, rubbing our tired eyes.

“She ate them . . .” Jack repeats. 

My eyes feel swollen, and my cheeks ache all the way up to my ears. “When Aunt Tigress and I invited the witch seed to live inside Eleanor Child’s womb, I thought it was a one-time trade,” I tell the others. “I didn’t think it would lead to all this. There shouldn’t be enough luck in humans—even rich and lucky humans—to birth more than one or two witch seeds. I didn’t think Mrs. Child would last more than a few years.”

Janet looks sharply at me until I deflate. She leans forward over her now-empty coffee mug. “Couldn’t your fox have told us all this? She was there. Did we really have to spend another night with the ghost?”

“Fox can’t tell us anything,” I try to explain. “She’s bound.”

“A familiar can’t divulge the secrets of their master,” Jack supplements. “Not even to their new master. This means we cannot rely on her or trust her. She is the undead familiar of a murderer. A monster.”

I breathe out unsteadily and shake my head. “The fox is not my aunt’s. She belongs with me. I contracted her.”

“Technically, she belongs to both,” Jack protests. “In some practices, familiars are contracted to a bloodline, rather than an individual. As such, payment can be resolved by an ancestor, or deferred for multiple generations. I’m worried about you, Tam.”

“It’s fine,” I lie, mustering as much certainty as I can. I know Tigress never paid or fed the fox, all to create a ravenous ghoul out of a young kit. “Fox won’t be a danger to anyone. She’s the same as my incubus or rooster. She saved us all from the tentacled old one in the fog, remember?”

Janet folds her arms. “Leave Tam alone. I’ve got a question for you, Jack.”

“Me?” Jack looks startled.

Janet nods. “Over the last week, we discussed my miserable life in intimate, unnecessary, fucking graphic detail. Tam let us dig up dirt about her aunt, which was big for her—I should know. Shouldn’t you soften a little? Open up a hairline crack? Like, can you tell us anything about yourself? Maybe why you have Miss Little’s last name, when she’s a demon and obviously not related to you? Or why you know so much about all this?”

“I can’t,” Jack says.

Janet holds Jack’s gaze for a few seconds, and then exhales. “Fine. Tam and I understand,” she says, but her voice is upset. She gives Jack a tired, tight smile. “Maybe when you’re ready.”

Jack swallows. “No, you don’t understand. It’s not about being ready. It’s . . .”

He looks at me for help.

“It’s a magic thing.” Demon deals. Close enough. I divert: “Janet, you love your mom more than anything, don’t you? There’s nothing in the world that could break your bond, even when it hurts, right?”

Janet is sufficiently distracted. “There’s no need to be sappy about it.”

“Good,” I say. I push away from the table, sending my chair wheeling back, and hold out my hand. “I’ll need to sleep for three days, and maybe eat a cow, but then we’ll put together a plan to save your mom. Let’s focus on that.”

I look over my shoulder at Jack. He collects handfuls of incense and flowers, and he doesn’t look at either Janet or me.

失憶的故事

Ten years ago, a boy woke in the smallest room of Miss Delilah Little’s downtown apartment. It was a sixteenth-floor suite overlooking the river. Hot, and full of natural light. Parkways below were dotted with dog walkers and rollerbladers. The red lantern of Calgary Tower was shy through the skyscrapers, and the glare of the sun off the surrounding windows was blinding.

“Hello?” he called, but the room was quiet.

The room had a bed and a table, but the drawers were empty, and the closet was filled with new clothing that fit but did not feel familiar. The boy found no photographs or posters, no toys or drawings or even school books. He couldn’t imagine growing up in that room and leaving no trace of himself, but he didn’t remember anything beyond that room either. When he looked in the mirror of the attached bathroom, he did not recognize his own face.

He reached for his hair and found it shorter than expected. 

He peered around the bedroom door, and found the owner of the apartment in the living room, long legs tucked under her and thick, coiled hair pulled over one shoulder. Her skin glowed, and the boy saw fire in it. She opened her mouth, and smoky words came forth. “The pantry is stocked, so make yourself some breakfast, Jack.”

“J-Jack?”

The woman looked up. She was very beautiful, and her voice was not unkind, but because the boy did not have memories, he was afraid. “Your name is Jack,” she said, “Jack Little.”

Jack Little wrung his hands. He felt untethered. He looked around at the unfamiliar apartment and this unfamiliar woman, trying to find something to tie him down.

“Are you my mother?” Jack asked.

Miss Little answered, “Not remotely.”

Panicked, Jack sprinted for the apartment door. The lock turned, but the knob stayed stubbornly fixed. He didn’t think he was the crying sort, but faced with the long emptiness in his mind, Jack felt his eyes grow hot. “Where’s my mother, then? Why am I here?”

Miss Little looked over the couch at him, unconcerned. “You’re here because we made a deal.”

And so, Jack knew Miss Little was a trickster. A demon.

• • •

Jack Little was eight, but didn’t go to school, and none of the aloof, busy neighbors in their building seemed to notice.

Instead, Miss Little put him to work cooking meals and finishing chores. Jack remembered how to do most chores—so someone must’ve taught him how—but Miss Little’s apartment was filled with trinkets and pretty things that required more finesse and patience than a little boy had. Each otherworldly song Miss Little kept in vases had to be re-tuned and re-melodied morning and night. Potted waspheads on the balcony buzzed to be watered and fed, stinging his fingers if he wasn’t fast enough. Whenever Jack made mistakes—and he made many mistakes: the songs warped, the waspheads withered, the Brussels sprouts and cauliflowers went bad in the fridge, a massive glass python scratched the window because Jack forgot to file down its scales, the toilets became gross, the bats ran away, he broke the vacuum head, and a vicious letter opener cut up Jack’s hand—Miss Little was never angry. She ruffled his hair, and asked him to do it again, and again, until Jack’s scarred hands became deft and quick, and he settled into the rhythm of things.

If Jack had scraps of time left after his chores, Miss Little taught him through Alberta curriculum textbooks. He had patience for learning, he found. There was a familiarity in it.

It took him two years to clean and make the apartment to Miss Little’s satisfaction, and then she brought him to a floor of the building he’d never seen. She put a key in Jack’s palm and closed his fingers around it. “The books inside will be your work from now on,” she told him.

Jack spent the next few years cataloging Miss Little’s extensive library of old texts, digitizing and sealing them. Some of the old images couldn’t be scanned, leaving corrupted files and fragmented binaries when he tried, and he had to cover the faces of old idols with photo filters before the images could be photographed. Other texts left him weak in the knees and muttering to himself for days, with verses and phrases trapped in his head.

When the old books and tablets were too much, he found quiet places by the river running near their building, and sat with his hands and crossed legs pressed into the earthen berms—an instinct, really, because no one he remembered had ever taught him about connecting to the land.

In the steep winter months, Miss Little’s husband returned to live in the apartment with them.

Raja Little wasn’t particularly nice, either. He towered over Jack, and was full of criticisms and snide remarks. But whenever he entered the spotless apartment, Miss Little’s face flushed, and she stood so tall her head scraped the ceiling. When Raja was around, Miss Little was so close to being human Jack fantasized they might be family.

Raja always brought back trunks full of exotic souvenirs. Singing fabrics, or little colorful eggs that would never hatch in Calgary. A corner of his trunks, he reserved for Jack. Raja never had any idea what a boy like Jack could want, and most of the gifts fell short, but Jack enjoyed the feeling of gathering around an unopened trunk, waiting for wonders within.

Raja specialized in familiars and animals. He taught Jack how to shoe bears and delouse snakes. He taught Jack about which powders to rub into his palms when handling malignant texts, and which talismans to invoke against lonely ghosts of language. He tried teaching Jack to fight, and some of Miss Little’s nastier tricks, but while Jack picked up the moves and spells just fine, he never took to violence the way Raja wanted.

Jack’s memory was good. He remembered many incantations after two repetitions and, according to Miss Little, was ahead of his grade in math and science curriculums. So, Jack didn’t understand why he didn’t remember anything from his boyhood.

Without memories, he belonged nowhere, with nobody. He was just Miss Little’s employee, nothing else. Being nothing else made him as strange as the inhuman creatures who worked in Miss Little’s office. It made him hollow, somehow, and gave him melancholy thoughts that cut his appetite. It made his smiles more shallow, and made his love mistrustful. Friends didn’t happen, without knowing who he was.

So he might’ve imagined Raja and Miss Little as family, but he knew it wasn’t true.

• • •

A few years after Jack came to live with the trickster, one of Miss Little’s prominent clients went missing and, as a trickster, Miss Little was unable—or perhaps not permitted—to search for them. Failure made her short-tempered and small-minded. The apartment was carcinogenic with her anger. Jack watched her stomp from room to room and stay up at night, smoking. Eventually, she no longer joined Jack for meals, and did not leave in the mornings for work. Until one day, Jack couldn’t find her at all. She was missing—a thought which made Jack shake uncontrollably, though he didn’t quite remember why.

Raja was away on business, out of reach, so Jack grounded himself and concocted a routine. He informed Miss Little’s office about her absence, grocery-shopped at the convenience store across the street with emergency cash he found behind the laundry detergents, and kept the apartment clean and their fridge stocked with breads and leftovers. On that first weekend, Jack went into her bedroom to vacuum, and found her bed on fire.

After a panicked five minutes searching for the fire extinguisher, dousing the bed, and wondering why the fire alarm in the building didn’t sound, Jack found a smoking tumbleweed under Miss Little’s Egyptian silks.

The tumbleweed was hot to the touch, so Jack bundled it in silk and bore it into the attached washroom. He rinsed the tumbleweed gently with cool water. He planted it in a dish on their balcony with the waspheads and Miss Little’s other houseplants. His routine continued.

By the end of summer, the cash ran out, Miss Little still hadn’t returned, and Jack grew afraid. He found Miss Little’s credit card, but hesitated to use it. Nothing in Miss Little’s books taught him how to live by himself, and despite how much Jack learned over the years, he still knew nothing.

So, after four days without food, he left on a journey to find answers. 

Most places a fourteen-year-old could walk were tamed with steel and buildings. He rode the C-trains back and forth, walked the yellow lines in pavement, and sat in neat, well-groomed parks beside flocks of geese. Eventually, he found himself back by the river.

Jack knew the river. All manner of strange things washed into the city from the river. But the trees and waterways refused to help tricksters, and the animals knew no more than he did. Even the oldest stones along the banks were silent.

Jack felt very small. Who was he? He envisioned himself decades from now but saw nothing. Miss Little was his last tether. Now, nothing proved he ever existed at all. He looked at the shallow river and the hazy stones in the dark for a long time.

Jack slept by the river that night. He woke, shivering, to find a bird perched on the shores, blue wings dragging in the muddy water. The bird’s back was a perfect bent parabola, the angle unlikely. It looked tired, and its feathers were full of holes. “Am I dreaming?” Jack asked. He hadn’t dreamed in a long time.

“Yes,” the bird answered. It spoke in song, but it wasn’t anything like the melodies Jack knew from Miss Little’s records or the car radio. The bird’s voice was kind. “That’s a good thing.”

“Why is that a good thing?” Jack asked.

When the bird turned to him, Jack realized that even though those eyes were bright and yellow, the bird was blind. Its wings were torn and deformed, flightless. “Why were you looking for me?”

“I was looking for you?” Jack asked. “But I don’t know who you are.”

The bird preened. “You’ve forgotten a lot.”

“I’ve forgotten everything!” Jack blurted. Even his names were forgotten.

The bird thought for a moment, and then held out a talon.

Jack didn’t take it. He remained curled on the riverbank, knees clutched between his elbows. Who was he, he wondered, to dream of strange birds with yellow eyes by the riverside?

“Come,” the bird said, talon still outstretched. “I knew your mother. I wouldn’t hurt you.”

The boy reached up. His fingers laced with the bird’s. He felt ridged, hollow bones and, just for a moment, remembered. The lip of the emptiness of his mind peeled back. He didn’t remember names, or faces, or facts, just the connections to things very old, yet newly born. He breathed out, relieved and whole, remembering the difference between knowledge and knowing.

Ihtsipaitapiiyo’pa . . . he remembered, touched and connected.

And woke in the slimy dark. The feeling was gone, and he was just Jack Little again. Unstrung from the world.

Jack cried for a long time that night, until pale fingers of morning crept up the eastern banks. But when he looked at the river again, he saw more than the cold and depth, more than his own misery. He wiped his nose, stretched his fingers into the water, and addressed the river and the people living in it by name. The river would not help Miss Little, but it might help him. The answers were here, he knew, in his mind and the much-changed city around him. He walked the river, brushing his palms along low shrubs and feeling the imprint of the wind on the backs of his lungs.

Eventually, a widely traveled bundle of driftwood rode the river meltwater and came to him. It smelled of detritus and witch’s hair. Under closer inspection, Jack found a small, clustered egg sac in the wood grains. Jack thought they might have been the eggs of underwater people—things Miss Little’s books depicted as sprites but he knew had older names—so he picked up that piece of wood, dried it against the front of his shirt, and took it home.

He bought groceries with Miss Little’s credit card.

He arranged the driftwood on the window so the egg sac was exposed to sunlight. He hatched the sprites with wishful thinking, and let the newborns drink out of his dreams.

It hurt. Having no childhood, no past, diluted Jack’s dreamscape. The sprites were hungry, so they pierced their long proboscises deeper into his back, sucked harder, until yellow bruises rose along his spine. With two mirrors, Jack could watch the discoloration spread from his neck down to his mid-back.

“Be gentle with my mind,” he told them softly, at night before he fell asleep, even though they didn’t yet have enough cognitive function to understand language or song. He took off his top to expose his back, and brushed his hair over one shoulder. “I’ve lost something, but I know my memories are still in here. With your help, maybe I can remember a way to help my . . . Miss Little.”

The pinch of the sprites at the base of his neck made him hiss, as always. He instinctively flinched, sending the sprites fluttering back. Jack dropped his shoulders and tried to relax. He let his mind wander.

The sprites drank from him that night, and the next night, and a week of nights beyond that. Jack released the young he couldn’t feed out of his window, and only two sprites stayed, surviving to their second molt.

Butterfly sprites were related to incubi and other multicolored children, but more insectoid in appearance, and spent their adult lives underwater. A row of spiracles lined their sides and down their thighs. No hair, big eyes, and no mouths. Just an arched scorpion tail, with a misplaced proboscis capable of crude spinal taps. When they were fully grown, they took on the colors and shapes of any dream they consumed while they matured.

And as the sprites molted, they pulled deeper dreams from Jack’s spinal column. As he dreamed, he remembered—in cracks and pieces—that he knew how to help Miss Little all along.

Jack looked at the first sprite, who leaned forward to touch his face. Its black, hooked tail knotted against its back. The corners of Jack’s lips turned up, dry and humorless. His dreams were the colors of lightning, purple and white and swallow blue.

“Thank you,” he told them, because even though he’d lost weight, and bags crept under his eyes, he started to remember. He remembered tunnels of sounds and colors he never experienced—his grandfather’s singing voice and his grandmother’s dark hair. He remembered that his name wasn’t always Jack Little. He remembered he had four names once. His family called him something that started with “S” and had something to do with water.

Most importantly, he remembered he had a mother. And she had taught him the names of tricksters.

The sprites gifted Jack the needle points of their fallen proboscises—they were mouthless upon their final molt—and he carefully bundled them away in a small felt bag. Jack slipped to the window and slid the glass and screen open, letting the sprites slip out of the building and out into the night.

• • •

Miss Little wasn’t missing that summer. In fact, she never left the apartment.

Jack stood over the potted tumbleweed and, despite himself, his voice came out wounded. “Did you do this to me?” he asked. “Did you take my memories?” Did you use me, like you used your clients?

Miss Little’s tricks were usually gentle—she stole the gold streaks out of a girl’s hair and cursed a man so that every time he ate spinach some were caught in his front teeth—and Jack sometimes thought of her as kind. But even if she’d never said a harsh word, even if she ruffled his hair and brought him exotic takeout sometimes, she wasn’t good. Even though a part of him had always known, had never trusted this twisted shade of a nuclear family, the knowledge still broke something young and hopeful inside him.

“This is cruel,” Jack whispered. “You can’t pretend to care for me, and hurt me.”

He held the tumbleweed in both hands, and rocked on his heels on the balcony for a spell, before making a decision. “You won’t remember this, Miss Little, but if I save you now, you will owe me. One day, if I need you, you’ll be compelled to help me. And maybe then, it’ll cost you.”

From a kiosk at the mall, he bought a tank of rainwater from the last thunderstorm of the summer. He crossed Calgary by train, to find a spot where fire and water fell into the earth: a patch of dirt between the Inglewood wetlands and the high point of the sun. He waited there until night, walking softly so drunks and the creatures of the night did not find him. He waited until Venus, the Evening Star, shone overhead.

There and then, he dug three feet into the earth, planted the tumbleweed and watered it with thunder and rain. He pressed the corners of his feet into the dirt, and sang out Miss Little’s true name.

The next morning, when Miss Little came back into her apartment, she was uncharacteristically dirty. Her bare feet were socked in grime, and her face was muddy. She looked at Jack sharply. “Did you bring me back?” she asked. “How did you bring me back?”

Jack wore a turtleneck to hide the dream bruises along his back. His eyes were soft, but he kept his thoughts shuttered behind long lashes. “I don’t even know where you were,” he said, voice shaking. With Miss Little looming overhead, his practiced lies felt insufficient. “I couldn’t reach Raja, and you were missing. The emergency fund ran out. I had to use your card.” He twisted his hands together. “I can pay you back.”

“That’s fine,” Miss Little said after a moment. “Thank you for taking care of the house.”

Miss Little was suspicious of course, but she ruffled his hair and took him swimming that afternoon. Jack handled her sidelong looks and her veiled questions, already thinking ahead to night and to what dreams he might remember.

終

A knock at the office door interrupts Jack, lost in hard-earned memories.   

“Your friends left?” Miss Little leans against the door frame, with her dress trailed to the ground. By her side is a very tall man, in dark thobe and patterned keffiyeh. Miss Little waves a hand, and the cold in the room fades, just a little.

“Miss Little!” Jack looks up. “Raja, you’re back?”

“Evidently,” Raja says dryly. He comes to sit by Jack, and Miss Little takes the other side. “Did you get what you needed from the ghost?”

Jack is quiet for a moment, then explains how Tigress made deals with nurses and stole children from Eleanor Child. How she gorged on them. He finishes with, “Miranda Chung implied she was killed by the cold of a pale child—that’s the ghoul fox. Tigress has killed at least one innocent human.”

Raja frowns. “What is Eleanor Child? Why did the Tigress eat her children?”

“It’s not really her children. It’s witch seeds being traded,” Jack says.

Miss Little says, “Then it wasn’t about hunger or sustenance. Tigress could have hunted her own food. She wanted fortune and power. The usual, with Tigress.” She retrieves a jar of yellow fluid from her purse and swirls it. “This was one of the jars you retrieved from her chest. Lab confirmed what you already suspected. These were witch seedlings, and the tentacled old one you met in that parking lot is a mature witch tree.”

“There are no records of mature witch trees in your library,” Jack says.

“Because most who encounter witch trees fall victim to illusions of deep fears or desires. Witch trees are not physically powerful, but they have a scent that creates illusions. That, along with their digestive fluids, make them a perfect tool if someone wanted to hunt lords.”

“Hunt lords?” Raja is alarmed.

At the same time, Jack asks, “Digestive fluids?”

“Yes. The yellow floral solution in these jars aren’t preservatives,” Miss Little answers. “Witch seeds feed by producing non-protein enzymes that catalyze power and fortune, which they then absorb through their umbilical roots. Tigress likely starved these seedlings so they’d produce a potent brew of these enzymes.” She lifts the jar between her dark-tipped fingers. The seedling inside is gone now, leaving only amber liquid. “This solution is harmless to average humans—might even be beneficial to humans down on their luck, like your ghost or the other nurses. However, if a particularly blessed human consumes sufficient quantities, they’d fall ill, fall victim to freak accidents, lose their trust funds, and the like. If someone like me drinks this . . . or a lord with enough power . . .”

Miss Little’s smile is slanted, deepening as wrinkles bunch at the corners of her eyes. She hands Jack the jar. “Even if this concoction doesn’t kill us, it’ll certainly incapacitate us. This is what gave Tigress the means to contend with lords. This is what brought down the thunderbird.”

Jack’s hands tremble against the jar. He looks up at Miss Little and his breathing catches. He pockets the jar in the coat slung over his chair. “Why is she hunting lords? Is she trying to kill them?”

“She didn’t kill the thunderbird. Just wanted his power,” Raja notes. He twirls the wedding ring on his finger and meets Miss Little’s eyes. “She’s not going to take anyone else. Lords aren’t that easy.”

“What about the white horn?” Jack asks. “I still have it. Don’t you need to test it?”

Miss Little doesn’t respond immediately. None of them want to vocalize the possibility that the lord of the plains was Tigress’s latest victim. “The sky’s still red,” Miss Little says. “Things will get worse from this point on. You and your new friends will need to fix it.”

“Us?” Jack nearly topples the chair when Miss Little reaches out to ruffle his hair. He swallows and tries to keep his voice steady. Hard, even. “Janet can’t see our world. Tam’s exhausted, and can’t even get her fox to tell us anything useful. If Tigress can use the power she stole from lords, we’ll need you too, before the end. Maybe you’ll be compelled to help.”

Miss Little’s smile falters. “I suppose I can be compelled to help.” She hesitates, as if bewildered by her own words.

“Really? You’re offering to help? Free of conditions? That’s out of character for you,” Raja says fondly, with eyes only for the woman’s face and unbound tresses. “Do you have a fever?”

Jack puts on his coat. “It’s not strange, Raja. Even Miss Little is bound by certain rules.”

Miss Little licks her fingers and snuffs out the candles by the window. She stares at Jack crookedly, eyes narrow in the smoky red dawn. She is silky and bladed simultaneously. “That goes for you too, Jack Little. When all of this is over, you’ll remember you came to me for help in the first place, and not the other way around. It’s business between us, nothing personal.”

The jar of witch seed concoction feels hot in Jack’s pocket. He puts a hand on it, and wonders if business should hurt as much as theirs does.
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A COMMON ENEMY

敵友難分

After Aunt Tigress’s funeral and a midnight consultation with Miranda’s ghost, I am bedridden for three days, with Father’s old books piled beside my pillow. I read and sleep, and even when I sleep I continue to plan in my dreams. When Mama thinks I am unconscious, she comes into the room and puts a hand on my forehead. She scolds me under her breath for missing classes, and I feel her fingers pick at the loose hairs that fall into my eyes. A part of me wants to stay in bed, young and in her care, but eventually, Janet calls to tell me she and Jack are ready. I drag my sore limbs out of bed, fold my duvet, and call my familiars.

Bells clash in Mama’s narrow garage. Dust makes me sneeze. I pound five iron nails into the walls and garage door with a rusted hammer. After a thorough vacuum job around the car, I shower and towel myself off with vinegar and apply ample deodorant. I shrug into Father’s old yellow robe with black lettering down the sleeves—they still smell like moth balls from Father’s suitcase. I drag a spare futon mattress and bed sheet down to the garage. I send my fox outside to wait for the others while I try, with moderate success, to fold animal shapes out of fu paper.

Midway through my preparations, Paul appears at the garage door. “I’m surprised to find you in here.”

“Shouldn’t you be in class?” I ask, without looking up. I measure out white linen with the spread of my arms, and then rip fabric along the seams.

Paul trots down the steps and hands me a paper bag of takeout. He raises his voice an octave and, in a tone that sounds distinctly unlike me, says, “Hi, Paul. I’m sorry I worried you. I decided to skip school again today. I’ll apologize to Mama right away. How did your exams go? It’s nice of you to bring me lunch.”

I roll my eyes. I don’t refuse the paper bag. “Does this have meat?”

“Turkey.”

I snort. “Not worried your vegan god will strike you down for killing one of his precious creatures? Thunderbolts and lightning. Very, very frightening and all.”

“I’m standing next to a witch. As long as you haven’t been struck down, I think I’ll be fine.” Paul leans back against Mama’s minivan. “What are you doing?”

“The devil’s work. Wanna help?”

“Sure.”

“Park Mama’s car outside. Maybe around the corner. Just so it’s out of the way.”

Paul takes down a cascade of keys from a hook in the wall. “Go apologize to Mama. She’s been worried ever since you stayed out overnight last week. No, she’s been on edge since you met that lawyer, Miss Little.” He lifts the garage door, letting in a flurry of snow, and starts the car.

Paul screeches out. Where the car used to be, I brush away loose dirt and spread the thick futon and sheet, then cover them with three layers of plastic bags. I draw a circle with chalk, and then follow the lines with road salt.

When Paul saunters back, I am unraveling an armful of red yarn. He asks, “Exorcism?”

 “Unless you want to be involved, don’t ask.” I string the yarn threads between iron nails.

Paul grins. “I’ll go tell Mama you’re up and out of bed.”

 “Tell her my friends will be here for dinner,” I say and imagine Mama’s disapproving scowl. “Tell her Janet will stay with us for a while. She’ll be using the couch. And the garage will be off limits today.”

Paul pauses at the garage door and watches me work with the bells and whistles I haven’t touched for years. “Welcome back, Tam.”

• • •

Mama glances into the garage just once over the next hour. When I notice her, she stiffens and storms away. She doesn’t appear again.

As the early winter sun begins to set around midafternoon, Janet pulls her white hell-trap, huffing and puffing, in front of the house. Jack staggers out of her shotgun seat and stumbles to her trunk for supplies.

My fox sits cross-legged just outside the garage. She waves at them. “Tam’s inside.”

Janet stares at my fox’s human form—black hair and eyes, wearing my clothes. “Tam doesn’t have sisters.”

“That’s the fox,” Jack says. “You’ve met her.”

“That’s remarkably creepy,” Janet says. She takes a step back when my fox tries to take her hand. “Do you have to look exactly like her? You didn’t last time. Can’t you change up your nose or mouth?”

“I digested her blood,” my fox explains, blinking.

“Right, I’m not going to think about that,” Janet proclaims. She brushes past the fox and ducks into the garage. Mrs. Child will be involved in the ritual today, so even though Janet doesn’t have time to dye her hair brown again, she has traded her rich red floral prints for cardigans. She makes her way across the garage to the takeout bag Paul left me. “Turkey?”

I stare. “How . . . ?”

She flips hair over one shoulder. “Consider it my superpower. I can always tell. Just like I can tell that’s an origami penguin.”

I look down at the twist of yellow paper by my foot. The creases are worn and white from multiple refolds—I am out of practice. “It’s a rabbit.”

Janet laughs and I feel my ears burn. “I see. I can see the ears. Thought they were flippers. And what are you working on now?”

“An origami gate, sort of.” I hold up the half arc of yellow paper. “Don’t tell me this looks like a penguin too.”

“A gate? I’ve read enough Lovecraft to know gates are always a bad idea.” Janet sits behind me on the stairs leading into the house and tears into my turkey sandwich. When I just shrug, she rolls her eyes and turns to Jack. “We’re not expecting any more tentacle monsters, are we, Jack? If so, I’ll need a coffee first.”

Jack nearly drops his crate of ceramic pots, with my fox—now animal again—on his heels. He glances at me before explaining, “Gates are harmless. Nothing will come through. The reason most people can’t see these creatures and phenomena is because they’re fundamentally incompatible with our time and space.” He sets his box down and stretches out both hands. “Imagine if our dimension is a sheet of paper, and the gate is a hole made by a pencil. Powerful beings are like pencils. The pencil can’t enter the piece of paper, just poke a hole through it. All we see from our paper dimension are pencil marks.” He gestures to the sky outside. “Movements of weather, of seismic activity and radiation waves and diseases, and a lot of the unexpected physical phenomena we observe . . . most of them are pencil marks from another dimension.”

Jack gestures to the setup of yarn and yellow papers, riddled with black ink. “Some powerful beings can wrinkle this sheet of paper, causing three-dimensional changes despite being two-dimensional people. People like Miss Little can travel to the dozen closest realities. The closest one to us, that we’ve known about for centuries, is the Sky Realm. Humans even built a waystation in-between.”

Janet turns to me, bright-eyed. I cough and say, “Miss Little’s a demon. I can’t do any of what she does. Did you put up all the fu in your mom’s room?”

“In nine cardinal directions, ma’am.” Janet salutes me and makes a face. “But I don’t understand why we can’t do this at the hospital.”

“We have to set a trap, and bring the creature into it,” I say as I set the gate by the makeshift bed. I look up at the ceramic containers and potting soil. “Is that really all that’s left, Jack?”

“Yes, unfortunately.” Jack sets out the boxes and pots as far away from me as possible, counts them, and looks troubled.

I take a deep breath, and partially close the garage door until only a band of light remains against the ground. I string the last nail at the bottom of the garage door. So long as the garage door is open, the protective seal around the bed remains incomplete. I take a swig of rosewater and thyme. “Ready, Janet?”

“Come at me, tigress.” Janet straightens. I position myself next to her, gently cradle the thick thread from her chest that joins her to her dying mother. From my lips, I let a fine spray of rosewater wet the silk and hang like dewdrops from it. Janet has beautiful connections, each thick and verdant with knots that look like veteran trees. Knots are inevitable in most human relationships, but nothing upon her chest is twisted or badly braided. Most of her connections are robust. Janet makes a pinching motion in front of her with her left hand, the hand closest to her heart.

“Did I get it? The thread?” she asks.

“No. Let’s go again.” I drink and spray again. She pinches. And again. And over again.

It takes some twenty minutes, until the motion is wooden and my mouth aches and the harsh rosewater opens sores beneath my teeth. Finally, Jack gives a cheer behind me. I spit against my sleeve and see that, at long last, Janet grasps the sturdy thread from her chest joining her to her mother.

“I got it?” Janet gives an experimental tug, and nearly keels over. Her face loses color. “Jesus Christ, that’s like the worst heartburn I’ve ever had. Nobody told me it’d hurt.” She presses her spare hand over her ribcage.

“Can you do it, even if it hurts?” I ask around my tired tongue.

Janet rolls her eyes at me. “What’s next?”

“I send this guy through the gate.” I name the origami rabbit and whisper the name into yellow paper. The paper hare, awkwardly and horrendously made, kicks twice in my hands, and I let it dart past the paper gate and out of sight.

Rabbits tunnel, so I see very little of the world beyond the gate. Still, I smell the sting of vanilla roots and ginger, a whiff of snowy day exhaust as the rabbit breaks through the earth, and then the leaden bouquet of hospital anti-bacterial sprays. The rabbit tunnels through to the other side, and I feel a slight tug on my mind as it crumples back into scrap paper.

“Ever fish before?” I ask Janet. “Pretend you’re reeling in a large fish. Pull on that thread. It’ll hurt, but it won’t break.”

Janet swallows, and reels in handfuls of slack in her thread until it pulls taut through the gate and tunnel. She gives a pained grunt. And then, from a distance, I hear something heavy drop to the ground, then sounds of dragging. Janet hears it too, and nearly loses her tentative grip on the thread.

“Don’t lose focus,” I say.

“Close your eyes, Janet,” Jack suggests from the far wall of the garage. “Deep breaths. Think of a good day with your mom. Like . . . like eating takeout together, or . . . or . . .”

I raise an eyebrow at Jack, who fumbles for a good parental memory before flushing and falling quiet. I wonder briefly about Jack’s mother, and how he came to take a demon’s last name.

But my mind quickly wanders back to Janet, shivering before the supernatural in my small, dirty garage. Janet clings to that thread connecting her to her mother. I see sweat down her temple. “Janet, think about when you earned your black belt, and your Young Canadians. Your mom was so proud she talked the ears off everyone who came to the house. You didn’t like photographs. You kept dodging them, but she still caught one where you glowed, and then she framed it in your living room.”

Saying that, I suddenly understand why Janet dyes her hair brown and introduces me as a friend from class. I understand why she flirted with a shabbily-dressed, morose, botany student, went on dates with her, and slept with her. I think of my own mama, of a loud woman named Sheila Yi-Lan Lin who loved a tiger and, years after that tiger passed, still loves a ghost daughter who is not easy to love.

“Moms take you to free Stampede breakfasts,” I say, “and they line up for two hours while you loll on a picnic bench and complain about the heat. When all your friends’ parents drove them to B.C. for the summer, she drove you too. You didn’t think about it at the time, but everyone else had two parents to switch off driving. She drove the whole way and played terrible Chinese retro songs to keep herself awake.” My voice breaks. “And when Stepdad-dearest . . . She left him for you, even when it bankrupted her and broke her heart.”

With a thud, a woman wreathed in a smoking hospital sheet tumbles into the garage, just missing the soft futon landing.

For a moment, Mrs. Child is just a human woman.

And then something in the ground begins to hum, suspicious. Mist pillows out of the hospital sheet, and fog roils outward. The woman climbs to her hands and knees, but her limbs bend at painful angles. She senses the incomplete boundary trapping her. When she looks up at me, she suddenly looks like the Suit again, full of holes, and the pressure of that gaze nearly sends me to my knees.

I shake my head free of the image. “Jack, the garage door!” I bellow. “Janet, hold onto the thread.” I tear the paper gate in half, crush it in both hands, and drown it in a bucket of vinegar.

Jack runs for the wall panel, and the garage door clatters shut. The fifth iron nail and woven red yarn slides into place, sealing Mrs. Child and the old one within. Janet wraps her left hand twice around the thread and holds, though her eyes are bloodshot. “Still got that lilac branch, Tam?”

Instead, I hand her my father’s old wooden sword. It is hollow and dark, made, with permission, from a branch of the oldest peach tree in Shandong Province. The tree was cut down decades ago, but Canadian spirits won’t know that, and the authority of a near-immortal tree is far more effective than the authority of a small lilac bush in northeast Calgary, which only managed to keep a little color in winter.

“Cool,” Janet says through gritted teeth. She drags the sword tip along the cement and squares her stance. “Now pretty please, get the fuck out of my mother.”

That, of course, does not work. Mrs. Child flings herself forward, but crashes to a stop against the circle of red yarn. Janet stumbles. Long muscles strain in her arms as she tugs on the thread connecting them. Mrs. Child gives a shout of frustration and tries to pull against that silk thread, until both her face and Janet’s are pale and scrawled with ugly tears. She gives another futile tug, before collapsing on the futon.

Mrs. Child bares her teeth and groans, “Janet? Janet, why are you doing this to me?”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine, Mom,” Janet says, strained. She dabs at her red face with a sleeve, and it comes away soaked and mottled with makeup. “I’ve got her, Tam. I can hold her, I swear. Go ahead.”

I nod.

Exorcisms in Canada are difficult. Beneath the harsh “demon, begones” and “I expel yous” of many exorcisms, are gestures and body language and traditions that communicate threats and bribes to each misbehaving spirit—they say “I am a well-connected human who knows beings in power, so leave lest I summon them, and I will instead give you blood or ghosts or waters with the tears of old ones.”

Here, in young Calgary by old rivers, I cannot invoke the master of thunder or the lady of flashing mirrors; it isn’t their domain and they won’t cross an ocean to Canada to help an amateur invoker. I am neither connected to an all-powerful Christological divinity nor to the pulsing veins of this land. I do not know the lord of the plains or members of his night hunt. And Mr. Rain, the most powerful being I know in the area, lost his powers because of my actions.

So instead, I scrunch myself very small, and supplicate to the old one. I offer it the full array of my powers. I offer everything from rich volcanic soils in a sunlit garden to a fresher female host fat from a boon of oil money. Mostly, I emphasize, we’ve brought the thing it desires most.

Mrs. Child ignores us. The thing in her sends puffs of fog against the confines of the garage. Each whiff pushes against the seal of red yarn and is turned back. Yarn smokes. Every time she twitches, I stagger in my invocation and clumsy dance, expecting danger. But she does not attack. The old one stays curled inside the woman’s body, each vine tucked tightly within.

The pressure of this being is immense. Two minutes in, under the weight of all that power, I am weak-limbed and sweat beads against my back. I bleed from my nose. I can’t find the time to wipe at it, so the blood pools against my front teeth. The being understands human language—Aunt Tigress proved it, and Jack’s ghost confirmed that it is amenable to conversation—so what am I doing wrong?

I pause, panting. The fog, though it cannot push through the circle of red yarn to me, saps my strength.

Jack comes to tap on my shoulder. “I think the circle entraps it,” he whispers. Beside us, Janet tilts her head to listen.

“It’ll hold for now,” I reply. “Or do you know a more secure binding ritual?”

“No, no, I mean: I think the circle’s the problem.” When I frown at him, he explains. “It’s only a true negotiation if both parties can walk away from it.”

“Is that safe?” I pant, wiping salt from my eyes and dried blood from the corners of my mouth. My father’s silks are soaked through, and where the pants are white and thin, I see the bulbous outline of my underwear. If I were not quite so drained, I might be horrified. “It’s an old one.”

“It’s not very safe now, either,” Jack points out. “This is an old one, fully mature, not an animal soul or minor fiend we can entrap for long. I doubt we’d be holding it here at all if Janet’s heart wasn’t on the other end. Tam Lin, let’s try it my way. Trust me.”

I stare at Jack. “And do you trust us?” 

The corners of Jack’s mouth tug up. “I do.”

I scramble to the garage door. “Janet, hold on,” I say. “We’re trying something.” I press the garage door panel, and tense up as the binding circle lifts open. The yarn snaps off the iron nail, and the seal breaks. The floral perfume of the being fills the garage, and seeps out of the sliver beneath the door. My head spins. My hand goes to my throat and the gray rooster that sleeps there. I am not recovered enough to compensate my familiars for their aid. If the old one inside Mrs. Child attacks now, I have no means of defending us.

But the old one does nothing. It turns Mrs. Child’s sunken-in eyes from Janet’s face to Jack and me in turn. “Cu . . .” the old one breathes. My chest tightens. Cunt, the Suit had called me, as he pressed me into the car door. I close my eyes and push a hand against my throat to rein in my panic. This isn’t the Suit, I tell myself. It’s just the fog affecting my mind.

“Cu-curse you,” the old one mutters, in Mrs. Child’s voice. “You are Tigress’s spawn.”

“I’m not.” I smell Janet’s shampoo through the fog as she stands next to me. Her elbow brushes mine. I clear my throat. “I know what my aunt did to you, and . . . and there’s no word in English or Chinese or any language I know that can make that right. But we think we know what you want most. We gathered as many as we could.”

The old one fixes eyes on me—Mrs. Child’s eyes, but with her pupils blown wide and her irises nearly lost. She says nothing for a long time, and the perfume scent whirls in tight spirals around us. And then, in a move that nearly makes me vomit, Mrs. Child’s body turns flat on its back against the futon and her hips lift up.

Slender, root-like fingers push out from beneath the hospital garb. We watch, holding our breaths, as the being peels Mrs. Child’s thighs off its shoulders. The thing underneath has massive eyes with no whites and no pupils, just disks of green, and a nose and mouth like a china doll’s. Sloped, naked shoulders and a stomach that pancakes down. It has no genitalia, and no nails at the tips of its fingers. Eleven fingers.

“We were right,” I say. “Beneath all the fog and illusions, this old one is a witch tree.”

“Yes, Tam Lin,” Jack says, “We’ll be able to add a page to your father’s books.”

“Mom, she . . .” Janet chokes. Mrs. Child’s body falls into the futon, loose and wrinkled like a hollowed skin. Janet darts forward, climbs over the red yarn circle, and cradles her mom’s head and shoulders in her lap. The witch tree unfolds to its full height, twice as tall as even Janet. It stands over Janet and Mrs. Child and watches with the hard green disks of its eyes.

Jack crosses the garage to where he’d stacked his piles of ceramic flower pots. Carefully, he turns each of them upright. From each upturned pot, a witch seedling climbs out. Six of them. They peer at each other nervously, and then turn in unison to the witch tree standing barefoot in the middle of my garage.

“These are all the children left in Tigress’s home,” Jack says. “The three of us have all lost people too, so we guessed that what you desire most is the return of your stolen children.”

The witch tree spreads its branch-like arms and gathers the seedlings. No expression shows on their porcelain faces, or in their color wheel eyes, but in the crook of the witch tree’s arms, I can see loss and relief.

But then it looks around, as if searching for more. My heart drops, because there were no more seedlings. Some had starved to death in their own digestive solutions. Others, Aunt Tigress had eaten.

“They’re all that’s left.” The fox’s voice is small and timid beside me. I hadn’t noticed when she came to stand by my calf, radiating cold like an open window. “As long as they were fat off the rainstorm and could bring the Tigress more luck or power, she ate them. These children were spared because they weren’t born with enough of Mr. Rain’s power. Tigress kept them in jars and harvested their secreted solutions. Lots of them starved and died.”

The witch tree whips out a long ropey finger toward my fox, and Janet parries up with my father’s sword. The deflected tentacle leaves an orange discoloration in the cement.

Janet settles her mom on the futon beneath blankets and stands. Mrs. Child looks far worse after the witch tree peeled itself from her womb, and her face is the color of a wet plastic bag. Janet lets my father’s peach wood sword trail by her hip. Her posture is easy, but her fingers are white around her colorful nails. “This thing ruins my mom’s life, gets its kids back, and it’s all forgiven and forgotten?”

The witch tree tilts its head, and the seedlings squirm against it. Now that it is no longer in Mrs. Child, it is unable to speak.

“Janet,” I warn. “It’s out. Don’t aggravate it.”

Janet doesn’t look at me. “That’s not right. Not fucking right. Mom didn’t sign up for any of this. She didn’t ask to be tortured for years, for dad to leave, or for my family to be destroyed. Tigress stole her fucking life and gave it to this thing. And this thing? It gave away its own kids, willingly. Why should it get any of them back? What does my mom get?”

The witch tree bares her rotten teeth. I grab Janet’s arm, but she shakes me off. “We’re not finished,” Janet says. “Tigress ruined my mom. She killed that nurse. If she’s alive, she needs to be accountable. Ask this thing to help us. It owes us. Owes me.”

We look across the garage at Jack, who shakes his head. “But I don’t know how to say that.”

“Tigress,” Janet raises her voice, taking a step toward the witch tree. “Can you understand that? I’m after Tigress.”

The witch tree laughs. The sound is short and barking. It gestures with a hand and the seedlings clinging to it begin to hum.

“Are they saying something?” Janet demands. “Jack, can you understand them?”

Jack swallows, “Sounds like they understood you, at least a bit. It sounds like . . . I think they’re saying . . . that Tigress isn’t dead. The witch tree says Tigress is up in-between.”
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“Tigress is up in-between. Imagine what she’s doing there. Tormenting the waystation, stalking the night hunt, killing . . . She wants to become a lord.”

The witch tree and its humming seedlings say more, but Jack doesn’t translate further. The witch tree draws its children close and begins a staggering retreat from my garage. As it leaves the broken circle of yarn, yellow condensation begins to roll from its shoulders, building like plumage from its hair and root-like fingers.

“Won’t you help us fight?” Janet calls out, as the old one vanishes into the fog bank. “Hey! Are you scared of her?”

“Janet, let it go,” Jack says softly.

“Fuck.” Janet returns to her mom. “What’s wrong with you two? What’s the in-between? Don’t we need all the help we can get?”

I loved Aunt Tigress once upon a time—her orange shawl and the way she smelled like spices—so I would’ve expected to feel relief to have proof that she’s alive. Instead, I feel terror. In a rush, I remember Aunt Tigress’s teeth, and how they’d tear and pull. Her wide paws, claws, though they’d never turned on me. I remember the sounds of her sunflower seeds hitting the car window from the driver’s seat next to me.

I manage, “Is the witch tree sure?”

Jack looks away from the retreating form of the witch tree. “It said it went to the Tigress’s home that night. After fulfilling its end of the deal, it intended to force Tigress to give over its children, but it was too late.” Jack begins to shake. “Tigress fought with the lord that night, then she took off to the in-between.” He pauses. “Tam? Where are you going?”

My ears flick back, but I don’t stop. The fog dissipates, and the witch tree vanishes. I stomp my way out of the garage until the red sky falls heavy on my shoulders. I look up, nearly expecting to see Aunt Tigress climbing the clouds, ripping into massive antlered forests or saber-toothed creeks as we had together when I was a girl. Of course, I see nothing but fat snowflakes. My face feels cold. Wriggling clouds pulse across my vision.

Janet follows on my heels and grabs my arm. “Hey,” she says, frowning. “What she did isn’t your fault. It’s not just on you.”

Jack comes up behind me, twisting his hands nervously into the hem of his untucked shirt. “Tam, I know she’s your aunt, but given what we know about her, if she becomes lord . . .”

“She has to be stopped.” My voice is hoarse. “But I don’t know how.”

Jack puts a tentative hand on my shoulder. “We go after her.”

I look at him, bleary-eyed and blinking. I repeat, “I don’t know how. The witch tree said Aunt Tigress isn’t even on Earth anymore. Lots of humans go in-between, but I’ve only been there once, and it was in a dream state. And even if we get there, she’s . . . how can we hold her accountable if she can fight lords?”

“Miss Little will know,” Jack says. He pulls the phone from his coat pocket, and holds it uncertainly. “Even if she . . .” He stops then starts again. “She’ll feel compelled to help us.” His voice lowers to a mutter as he brushes past me.

“Jack,” I say. “Thank you for being here.”

“You trusted me, Tam, when I suggested we break the binding circle.” He flushes. “Thanks. We can do it. The three of us. We can go to the in-between and stop Tigress. We have to.”

We have to.

I park Mama’s car back in the garage, while Jack heads home to coordinate with Miss Little.

Mrs. Child does not wake when Janet and I change her clothes in my narrow guest bathroom, or when Janet takes her blood pressure and checks her pupils and temperature. We arrange Mrs. Child on my ratty couch, with a blanket tucked around her torso. All of that evening, Mama remains shut in her room, occasionally walking loudly to remind us that she is angry. Eventually, while I sit on the floor next to Janet and thumb through a handful of Father’s notes, Paul comes into the living room and rolls up his sleeves.

“I thought there were three of you,” he says.

“Jack’s off to fetch outside help for our next adventure,” Janet tells him. “I don’t know, I feel like we did fine.”

Paul chews on the insides of his cheeks. He smells a little of jealousy as he brushes past us. “It’ll be vegan,” he warns from the kitchen.

“Gross,” Janet calls, “but thanks.”

Janet strokes her mom’s arm whenever Mrs. Child stirs. 

“That sketch looks phallic, as does that,” she says about a number of Father’s drawings. In response, I scowl and flick eraser shavings at her. By the time Paul brings out plates of stringy squash noodles and tomato paste from the kitchen, my eyes are tired and my head swims. I wrinkle my nose at Paul’s food, but Paul just watches Janet and Mrs. Child.

“You and your mom look close,” Paul says.

Janet rolls her eyes. “Small talk? Really?”

Paul’s mouth twitches, and he sets food down on the coffee table, harder than necessary. “I like you, Janet, but sometimes the abrasiveness gets old.”

Wide-eyed, I glance between them. Janet turns from her mom. “Fine, small talk. Go.”

Paul nods and repeats, “You and your mom look close.”

Janet takes a deep breath and a mouthful of pasta. “For the most part.” She strokes her mom’s arm again.

Paul looks at Janet’s demure clothing, and the way we sit on different couches. “Are you not out to your mom?” he asks.

“It’s complicated,” Janet says. “She’s sick.”

“If Tam never complains, or if your mom doesn’t get better, will it just . . . keep being complicated? Will Tam just be your friend? If you date for years, she’ll be your roommate?” When Janet doesn’t answer, Paul sits next to me on the floor and eats. I can tell from his face that he’s thinking about Stepdad dearest.

“Well, that’s fucked up.” Janet waves a hand. “I wouldn’t do that to Tam.”

Paul and I glance at each other. Paul isn’t gay, as far as I know, but Stepdad didn’t like Paul’s cooking and gardening, or the way he dresses or speaks or exists. Janet doesn’t know about the pinprick scars in Paul’s gut, from a thousand needling words, or why he stays with Mama, despite not being her biological son. I tuck my elbows in and dig into Paul’s bland vegan pasta. The food will sit uneasy in my stomach for several hours, insufficient, before I consume something meatier.

Outside, snow turns to hail. Only a glimmer of red shows on the horizon, through the gray clouds and the night sky. The pelting on the asphalt shingles overhead turns to something stranger. The weather sounds like muffled static.

“Tam,” Paul says when Janet and I check our phones repeatedly. “Do you have to go on your next adventure?”

I squint. “What do you mean?”

“You have this look.” Paul gestures vaguely to my face. “You keep checking your phone, and I overheard what you said to your friends . . .”

The roof frame above us snaps loudly.

“What is that? Is that rain?” Janet crosses the room to pluck at the blinds. “It’s too dark out to see. Is the rain black?”

Paul sits on his hands while Janet and I dart outside to inspect the weather. Across the half-melted snow and shallow puddles, what rains from the sky that day, clumping across the decks and fences, is anything but water. “What is . . .” Janet cups a handful between her fingers. “Is this . . . dirt?”

Dirt rains from the sky. Mounds of it weigh down the branches and gutters around us. The falling earth is red with iron, and very fine. Janet chokes on a mouthful and ducks back under the awning. “Tastes like I bit my tongue open.”

I sniff at the air, and catch the dirt in my hands.

Up and down the street, dogs bark and a few almost-familiar neighbors emerge. Lights sputter and pine branches bend. I hear screams, muffled by soil, as the sky falls down to bury us. Janet curses, and gestures out to the driveway, which is covered in earth. “All right, this supernatural shit has gone too far. Come on! Tam, everyone else is seeing this, right?”

I am looking at the sky.

“Tam?” Janet takes my elbow. “Tam!”

Thousands of years ago, when a serpent-turned-buffalo fought a bird lord and sent him plummeting from the in-between, rain fell for forty-nine days. Those rain clouds then swept across the world, drowning civilizations. I picture the massive horned lord, with a coat like peat moss and legs to run across grasslands with. In the weeks after Aunt Tigress’s reported death, red flushed through the horizon, pulsating through the linings of every cloud and staining every windowed room. Now, a rain of dirt and dust.

This is the apocalypse that Mr. Rain warned me about, all those years ago. As my aunt steals up to the in-between to usurp the buffalo lord of the plains, this is the inevitable outcome.

My breathing comes short and rapid, and my ears ring. Janet grabs my shoulders and pulls me into a coarse embrace on the porch. “I’m here.”

I weep, dry-eyed but hysterical. I clutch at Janet. I open my mouth, but the sound that comes is wounded, and too high-pitched to be heard by human ears. Across the skies and earth and all the smaller realms in between, I hear others echo my call. I don’t feel grief, nor even upset, just sheer, world-ending pressure from my gut—pressing up, pressing out.

The lord of the plains has fallen, and every supernatural being across two provinces feels it in the backs of their minds.

“It’s all right,” Janet whispers, but I barely hear her over my own ringing scream. “Hey, hey. It’ll be fine.” She curses as car alarms go off on the main streets close by. I hear footsteps in the road, leaden through the cascades of dirt. All I smell is fear and that bloody dirt, falling just beyond the shelter of the porch gable. “Paul,” Janet says to my brother, who comes up behind us. “I see some kids out with their phones down the street. Watch Tam.”

She pulls away, though I sob and cling desperately to her sleeves and shoulders, leaving shallow scratch marks along her skin. She doesn’t stay.

Janet pushes out onto the street. “Everyone calm down!” she shouts. “Stop your car, miss!” A screech of brakes. “There are kids on the road!”

My eyes are blurry. Paul comes to stand next to me. I smell terror in him, and feel all of his hairs stand beneath his thin T-shirt and shorts. “Tam,” he says, “wrinkle your face any more and it might just twist right off. Get a hold of yourself.”

High above us, the wind changes. I jerk out of my stupor. My face stings from rubbing it. I pause, mid-wail, and listen to the way precipitation whistles through the dark. What could make that noise? 

My hand on Paul’s T-shirt tightens. I shout down into the street, where dirt continues to fall. “Janet, watch out!”

I cannot tell if she hears me.

Down the street, the first stone falls. A whistle. I hear pavement chip. “Janet!”

A streetlight snaps off as a stone clips through the bulb. In the rush of screams from the street, I hear Janet’s raised voice. She isn’t coming back. If anything, she is a few houses farther down. “Everyone back indoors,” she shouts to the cluster of shocked children there. “Stay away from windows! Jesus Christ, put your fucking phones away!”

A dull thud. My heart pounds. Car alarms sound. Someone is hit. I smell blood. Really, all I smell is blood and petrichor as the fall of dirt turns to a fall of stones. “Janet!”

Paul’s hand is in mine, not gripping hard enough to stop me, but enough to catch my attention. His voice is shrill. “Tam, you have magic to stop this, right?”

I stiffen. I’d summoned more familiars in three days than I had in years. I’d drawn warding circles, folded gates, and fed my fox until I was shaky and anemic. Only coffee and sugared ginger keep me awake. “I don’t, Paul. This is . . .” Lords and old ones are far beyond a little girl who sat in her father’s lap and saw through Magic Eye illusions. “No, I can’t stop this.”

Once upon a time, I’d befriended the brownies in our chimneys and the wights in the walls. They might’ve plucked rocks from air and tossed them back outside, but after I’d cut Aunt Tigress from my chest, I stopped talking to the spirits around the house. Over the years, they’d all moved out to more welcoming households. We are woefully unprotected.

Paul lets out a rattling breath. “I have to check on Mama. Go get Janet.”

Hearing Janet’s name, my incubus climbs out of my pocket and tries to stretch out its wrinkled wings. I stuff it back. “Not you.” Instead, I stroke along the gray pebble on my neck until my rooster spreads his dark wings over my head.

“Janet!” I call, and charge into the stones. My rooster makes no sound when the rocks hit him, but I feel the vibrations through his body. I duck low between cars to shield us from the bulk of the angled rockfall. One bloodies my leg on its way to the ground, and I cry out. “Janet!”

Miraculously, Janet materializes. “What part of get inside don’t you understand?!” she demands, spitting out a mouthful of soil. She yanks on my wrist and tows me back toward the house, covering her head with her spare hand.

“I couldn’t just leave you!” I shouted to be heard over rocks striking roofing.

“I was safe under a fucking car!” Janet shoves me under the gable. Our front window is broken, and splintered light comes through. “Just get in.”

We shut the front door against the rocks. A window shatters by my ear, and we scramble deeper inside the townhouse. Car alarms howl in packs along the street. Janet straightens and I stare. In the short trek back to the house, bruises have scrawled down her arm and a stone struck her in the back. No blood, through the thick coat she wears.

I sniff and take my rooster into both hands. The usually smooth pebble is rough in two places. I soothe my incubus’s protests and put the gray pebble against my throat again. I am still breathless from the adrenaline, but Janet is already beginning to chuckle.

“That’s either a tornado picking up dirt and rocks nearby,” she says, eyes bright despite her bruises, “or that’s the god-damned apocalypse.” She touches my cheek briefly. “First, we charge our phones, in case electricity goes down. Two, we fill the sinks and bathtubs and buckets in case the water stops. Do you have a first aid kit or a fire extinguisher? I need to move my mom away from the window.”

“Tam.” Paul stands swaying in the living room. In his hands, he holds Janet’s phone. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to look at it, but it kept buzzing.” He looks at me and his eyes are moist. “It’s someone called Jack. Tam, he says they’re ready, and you’ll all leave tomorrow morning. What does he mean? Where are you going?”

Janet crosses the room to take her phone, but Paul doesn’t let go. He says, “Why you, Tam? Why should you have to go? You can’t.”

Janet’s voice turns flat. “You don’t get to make that call for Tam, and the next time you look at my phone, I toilet paper your room.”

Paul is not distracted. He releases the phone and comes to grab my wrist instead. “Tam, you can’t even protect Mama and me from rocks . . . There must be other witches in Calgary. You don’t have to go anywhere, or go on any sort of grand quest.”

I put a hand to my wrist to feel the sluggish pulse there. Not long enough. I haven’t rested long enough. I’d fed two toenails to my incubus to regrow its wings. I’d cut three handfuls of my hair to the scalp and wrapped my pebble rooster in the locks. I fed far too much blood to my fox, who was a small gray kit with bright eyes before the years drove her mad and hungry. I’d unraveled a ghost from a dead body that looked like Aunt Tigress, and then mediated with the witch tree. I am not up for more.

But Aunt Tigress, who always smelled of spices and smoke, who appeared in all my drawings with an orange scarf around her head, had looked up at the lord and wanted something that didn’t belong to her. 

Of course, there were other powers in the area. But none of them had helped Aunt Tigress steal children. None of them helped steal the powers of lords. They weren’t culpable.

My voice is hoarse, but it is Paul’s hand that shakes, not mine. “I don’t want to go,” I say, “but I’m her niece, and my father’s child. There’s no one else.”
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The City of Calgary rains stones and earth. The stones come in spurts, periodically letting up into drizzles of fine loamy soil. Though it is still cold, the snowbanks around the neighborhood are buried, and ice sheets are cratered with pebbles.

A Provincial alarm sounds on our phones, late and futile, before stopping.

The night passes in tense silence. Electrical towers fold. Over the radio, we hear reports of several fires starting before promptly being smothered by dirt. The south end of Mama’s house sags, and walls curve C-shapes around us. We put three layers of collapsed cardboard boxes along the kitchen windows and fill the sinks with clean water. After the lights go out, Paul starts to pack the fridge with bags of peas and tubs of gelato from our tiny freezer, to keep food cool a little longer. As he works, my fox peers past him into the drawers of carrots and greens and tofu.

“There’s no meat,” my fox says.

“What the—” Paul jumps.

I peer at them from the dining room table. I set down a braid of feather willows beside folded triangles of yellow fu paper. “She’s my familiar. She’s a fox.”

Paul gasps, wide-eyed.

“Meat?” My fox’s human form is a preteen now, with pale limbs marbled with bruises and scars, and blue bands under her fingernails. I’d bound her black hair up into pigtails again and found clothes that drape off her skinny frame. They are baggy around her legs and sit wide on her shoulders. “Why is there no meat?”

“I’m vegan,” Paul says to my fox. “Mama is, too. You know, the environmental costs, the moral ramifications, the . . . anyway, we don’t eat meat.”

My fox’s eyes go wide. “That’s very weird,” she says, and clatters back through the dining room to sit on the couch by Mrs. Child’s head. She sits with her legs crossed, leaning forward with her shoulders up and watching us through slitted eyes. She doesn’t look undead like this, but something in her expression is lifeless.

I meet Paul’s gaze through the kitchen entrance. He tries to be cold with me, but he isn’t good at it. I leave the table and join him by the fridge.

“I know it’s scary,” I say. “Don’t be mad at me.”

Paul snorts and slaps a bag of peas into the bottom of the fridge. “I’m not the problem, sister. It’s Mama who’s gonna be mad. I’m not helping you this time.”

Paul is right. I squat to pick up pebbles and shards of glass from the broken kitchen window, and dread the inevitable confrontation.

Sometime after two in the morning, our cellphone networks switch to emergency contact only. Wi-Fi is down. Mama emerges from her room then, with a scathing look at my fox and at Mrs. Child on the couch. Her tired eyes glide over the luggage we packed and the sheets of spare cardboard and plastic we put over the old TV and our nicer coffee table.

“Paul, go pack food and water,” Mama says in Chinese. “Before the network went down, Uncle Li said it’s clearer down south by Lethbridge, and that’s where we’ll go. By morning, Stoney and Deerfoot will be backed all the way downtown and out the city. We’ll need to pack our valuables too, in case there’s looting.”

“But Mama.” Paul looks around. Mrs. Child snores. “Our car won’t fit all of us and all that stuff.”

Mama gives him a glare that withers his protests. She glances at Janet and Mrs. Child. “They have their own car. They can . . . follow us,” she says. In Chinese.

Paul falls quiet. I pack and zip my bag loudly. “Mama,” I say, “on your way out, can you drive Mrs. Child back to the hospital? It’s on the way and she needs someone to look after her. There’s something Janet and I need to do. Leave me a message when you get to Uncle Li’s. Maybe their phones still work down there. Or else, I’ll give you something so we can stay in contact.” I fumble in my pocket for the right fu, which I mark with a smudge of ash. Maybe I will fold it into a rat, I think, or a paper plane.

I do not look up to see Mama’s face fall, but I can feel it—the way her smell becomes more acidic and thick, the way her face muscles sound when they pinch. The red thread pulls taut between us, and it yanks each time her heart beats. I feel both of our hearts break a little as new knots tangle. I look away.

“Tam,” Mama says, quiet yet louder somehow. Paul goes to her and takes her elbow.

“Janet,” I say, “I think Jack sent us a message. It’s caught in the broken window.”

“Thank fuck. This is super awkward,” Janet says. A ribbon of dirty paper catches against the window frame, slapping against the glass. She darts into the range of raining stones long enough to pluck out the message. She skims the contents and says, “Jack got my last text before we lost signal. We have a time and meeting place, Tam. Baker Park, seven o’clock in the morning.”

“Tam!” Mama snaps. “Go get your computer, and your nice coat. You can carry a few bags of food to the car.” Her voice had always moved me. Her Chinese was always a string of angry chords powerful enough to tame tigers. Except this time, with the stones of the sky falling down to bury the city, I can’t let Mama keep me anymore. I can’t face her either, so I turn one shoulder to Mama, and let Janet see the pleading in my face.

Janet glances between Mama and me. “Tam,” she says, “we have a few hours until seven, but we should all leave right away, before the rocks on the road are even worse.”

“Shit,” I say, which, on top of everything else, causes Mama’s face to storm.

“Tamara, if you leave tonight,” Mama raises her voice, “then you just don’t . . .” But she doesn’t finish. Her voice breaks. “If you go, we won’t be here when you get back.”

Why shouldn’t I take it all, Aunt Tigress had asked, in this land of opportunities? Mama, I think loudly, I have to go. I think it, but I don’t say it.

Janet comes to stand by me, with my pack slung over one arm. “Lin Mama,” Janet says, Chinese. “We’re going.” Same words, different gravity.

Mama doesn’t move. Paul comes, grabs me by both shoulders and squeezes as hard as he can. “Because Mama can’t,” he whispers. He puts his forehead against mine. “Stay safe, witch. I still think someone up there’s gonna smite you for your wicked ways.”

A sting comes to my throat. My hands clutch at Paul’s shoulders. I’m really glad you stayed with us, I want to say. “Maybe I’ll get to do some smiting of my own. I think I’ll go after Stepdad dearest first.”

“Call me first and I’ll buy popcorn.” Paul doesn’t let me go for a long time, embracing me like we haven’t in years. “Or, you know, just call me.”

“No promises,” I say. I chuckle to hide my red eyes. I squeeze the back of his shirt. I slip a folded fu into his hand. “You might not have cell reception.”

“Come home.”

I blink into his shoulder. No promises.

弟弟的故事

In the years Mama and Stepdad were married, Mama gave up her lion-head meatballs and roasted ducks for kale and spinach wraps.

Paul and Stepdad dearest were vegetarians or vegans—I never understood the difference. When pressed, Paul always shrugged and explained his diet in a clumsy, bright-eyed fashion, while Stepdad was always full of sanctimony. While Mama worked two jobs, kitchen duties rotated. Whenever Mama cooked, or whenever Paul dabbled in the kitchen, there was still a single portion of meat waiting in my corner of the table. If Stepdad ever cooked, I had to divert to the fridge for frozen chicken cutlets or fish sticks. Sometimes, I retreated to Mama’s wallet for the funds to eat out.

I once overheard Stepdad whisper to Mama behind my back, that they didn’t make enough money to support the kids’ dining-out habits.

Perhaps my family shared awkward looks behind my back. Perhaps even though Mama was frank about Father and me, Stepdad never believed I had dietary needs. I certainly didn’t pay any attention to Mama’s face or what she thought of it all, or even why she remarried in the first place. I was too preoccupied with the constant hunger, and the grate of fibers against the walls of my gut. Mom’s vitamins, which were supposed to make up essential taurine and other nutrition, were deficient. I felt ill every day. For the most part, I avoided Paul and Stepdad dearest, as I imagined Father would have, if he had been in my place. Eventually, I thought, I would ask Aunt Tigress for part-time pay, and maybe move into a one-bedroom pad of my own. I thought, in my youth, that I could earn my own keep.

After Mr. Rain, and cutting myself off from Aunt Tigress, I kept to my room. Aunt Tigress never tried to contact me. Instead, I endured a parade of supernatural well-wishers. The brownies in our fireplace came on the second midnight to offer a tiny stuffed animal woven out of Mama’s and my hair and laces of dust. The dandelion sprites that plagued our lawns over the years filled my room with faintly glowing seed heads. Mama vacuumed up the fluff and the dust animal a few days later. Chinooks peered into my window. I woke, sometimes, to creatures I didn’t even recognize sitting on my windowsill, blinking at me with concerned eyes. Even Miss Little sent a dark red ribbon which danced without wind and knotted itself in my hair.

After I’d chased him out of the house for a night, Stepdad was wary around me, but when I never emerged from my room or confronted him, he forgot his fear. He started complaining to Mama again—little comments by her pillow about my mental health. I’d never had human friends, he told her, and if I didn’t go back to school, I’d never learn to live normally.

Days blurred in my room. Sometimes I couldn’t tell when daytime ended and nights bled into mornings. I read, sometimes. Mama brought me books from the library, and I could recite every word in Father’s old cassette tapes and fabric scrolls but couldn’t focus enough to learn anything new. The rest of my time I spent in bed with debilitating headaches and thoughts of guilt. Every time it rained, or snowed, or even when wind brushed its fingers over my window, I dreamed of Mr. Rain. Some part of me wondered if Mr. Rain had cursed me, but mostly I knew it was me. Just me.

Mama sent me to a therapist, two, but I cannot, a few years later, remember anything they said to help fix me. Mama took me running when she could, and I followed behind her because she begged. I tired quickly each time and retreated home to my den of blankets. There was medication, I think, that dulled the colors of the world, and sometimes I wouldn’t see anything strange for weeks on end. Sometimes, Stepdad dearest would fight with Mama about those expenses, too. Sometimes, he would come to my room and say things that sounded like caring but stung. Those lectures usually ended with Paul passing by the hallway outside and distracting Stepdad with his own problems. Paul, for his part, delivered library books with Mama, and hung out in my room. He told me about his friends, his Zumba classes, and the math grades he didn’t dare tell Mama or Stepdad. While I stayed in bed, he graduated third in his class from weekend Chinese school.

Paul read proper newspapers every evening, and when he did so, on the floor of my room, he read every column and article and ad carefully, before trying to finish every crossword puzzle in the back. He read the Heralds, the Suns, the Metros. 

After a few months, I asked why he spent so much time with me, and he said he was interested in me because I was a witch. Stepdad dearest called me that behind my back, and it stuck.

“Where would you go, if you wanted to see ghosts?” he asked once, and after about two weeks of pestering, I put my head under my pillow and told him. My voice slurred, and I said, “Half the supernatural things in Calgary come in with the chinooks, and the other half wash in from the river. You can’t see any of it, so what’s the point?”

“Can you teach me a spell?” Paul asked then, and then again. Each time he asked, I’d taken the newspapers from his hands and shut the door in his face.

In my state, I didn’t notice the scent of obsession on Paul until it was too late. One evening, while he read on the rug by my bed, I smelled the intensity of his sweat and saw the manic gleam in his eyes. In his hands, he held some of my father’s English volumes.

“Where did you get those?” I asked.

Paul looked at me, wounded. “What?”

“You shouldn’t . . .”

“You read more than these all the time,” Paul said. He stood and pulled the books away when I reached for them.

Mama came home late those days, having taken on extra shifts selling pest-control products or doing house calls. I didn’t know how to say anything to Paul or Stepdad. I couldn’t work up the will to do anything about Paul’s delusions, so I had another guilt to nurse on top of all my thoughts about Mr. Rain and Mama and everything I did under Aunt Tigress’s employment. Paul fell deeper into Father’s old books. I saw his sidelong glances, questions in them, but he didn’t ask.

Paul wasn’t my relative, I reasoned. Mama’s second marriage was a farce, and Paul was just an unfortunate casualty. I wasn’t responsible.

• • •

When Paul was young, his birth mom was always very sick. She lost all her hair, then all her teeth, and the nurses poked holes in her arms until they couldn’t find new places to poke. She was all melted inside, the doctors said. Eventually, when Paul was five, she flew to a hospital in a wooden box to get better. Paul knew, if he was very, very good, she would get better and come back.

“That’s just fairy tales and Santa Claus thinking!” Paul’s dad said, when he found out. Still, somewhere in the back of Paul’s head, he still believed.

Over the years, Paul rode a revolving door of supernatural fascinations. When his dad and Sheila Lin started to date, and his dad started complaining about a witch about to join the family, Paul believed it. He was eleven when his dad remarried, and after all the awkward handshakes and family dinners, he sat by Tamara Lin’s side on the couch and wondered.

Tam Lin was tall for a girl, with skinny arms and big elbows, but also baby fat that clung to her cheeks long after puberty. When she grinned, it was sarcastic and vicious, exposing too many teeth. Paul worried his thoughts on the tip of his tongue after one dinner, and then asked, “Are you really a witch?”

“The cannibalistic kind,” Tam Lin had said, and showed Paul the dark claws beneath her nail beds. Paul screamed like a girl—his dad’s words—and he didn’t talk to Tam Lin again for the rest of that summer, which was probably what Tam wanted all along.

He walked a wide circle around Tam for the next few months, drawn by the world she walked in, but unable to articulate why. Try as he might—staring where she stared and moving as she did—he never saw anything extraordinary.

But after some snooping, he found the one advantage of having a witch for a sister. Genuine, honest-to-goodness spell books.

• • •

I woke up with Stepdad dearest bent over my bed, a wad of my pajama front in his fist. I flailed, shielding my body with the bed sheet. I didn’t cry out for Mama, because somewhere along the line, I’d fallen out of the habit. I thought about calling out for Paul, but Stepdad gave me a shake.

“What is this?” Stepdad demanded. “What did you do?” He brandished one of Father’s old books. The spindly volume fluttered, unraveling.

“Put that down,” I managed. “Where’s Mama?”

Stepdad shook me again before releasing me. My mind, which never fully cleared in those days, swirled in my head. He tossed the volume at me, and I cradled it to my chest.

“Where’s Paul?” Stepdad demanded.

I gripped the side of the bed, clenched my teeth, and rode out his anger. Stepdad said Paul wasn’t himself and detailed a litany of unusual behaviors. Through his ramblings, I deciphered that Paul had not been home for several hours, and if it weren’t for me, such a good boy would never have left the house after dark.

“You’ve changed him! It’s those girls you used to bring home,” Stepdad told me. 

Dryads and ghosts, mostly, but humans didn’t recognize them as such.

“Paul gardens and cooks and wears nice clothing,” I said quietly. “His hobbies don’t mean anything. And I didn’t make him like those things.”

“Paul isn’t like you,” Stepdad snarled, but there was desperation in his voice. He shrank back into a corner of my room, shaking. He was breathless, wide-eyed with red veins around his pupils. He looked smaller like that, and more like Paul. “Fuck,” he hissed. “Fuck!”

Stepdad was right. Paul wasn’t anything like me. “Get out,” I said softly. 

Stepdad looked up, and his hatred caused my heart to race. I was sweating. The night felt too loud, and my pajamas felt too thin. “Get out so I can change,” I urged. “I’ll go look for him.”

Stepdad dearest gaped.

From the bottom of my closet, under stacks of old test papers and B+ assignments, I retrieved a flask of rosewater. I told Stepdad, “I need something of Paul’s.”

Stepdad scowled. Mama was working late, as she often did in those days, so the house was dark and empty as we passed through. Paul’s room was papered with yellow fu, with ink lines that looked like crow scratches. Electrical plugs were ripped from their sockets and a pillow was tossed into the corner, as if Stepdad had looked for his son in the cracks of the house. Stepdad dearest offered me a hockey stick I’d never seen Paul touch. “Yeah, that’s not his,” I said, and scanned the room until I found Paul’s toque on a hanger.

I paused only a little before sliding into Stepdad’s passenger seat. I didn’t think I was afraid, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been in a car with him.

“So where is he?” Stepdad raised his voice.

“Where would Paul go?” I asked, and then scoffed at his expression. “Nevermind. He runs twice a week by the river with church friends, even after Mama and I stopped. Start there, and I’ll track him.” I wet my fingers from the rosewater flask and ran them along the knitted edge of Paul’s toque. I felt along the twisted, knotted landscape across my chest, until I located the thread linking me to my brother. The connection was stronger than I imagined, only a little thinner than my thread to Mama. I sucked air through my teeth.

“Are you shitting me? You’re gonna find him with this witchy crap?” Stepdad demanded, as he started the car. He roared out of the driveway. His voice was loud, so gratingly loud. I imagined Aunt Tigress in my place, and how she would’ve nursed her anger, and that anger would’ve ruptured from her lungs and wrapped itself into this man’s throat and mouth. I imagined Father would have smiled at this man and ignored him.

“Has Mama ever told you the Chinese saying about the tiger and the sick cat?” I asked.

“One more word from you, and I fucking leave you on the side of the road. And you can walk home.”

As if he would, when only I could find Paul, I thought snidely. “I could cast a curse to ensure you never leave the house without stepping in dog shit, that you choke every time you eat kale,” I replied. Or rip out his spleen and stuff it up his nostrils, but Mama was still married to this man. “And I wouldn’t have to say a word.” In the past I might’ve put my feet on the dashboard and accompanied the threat with a waggle of my eyebrows. That night, I said it all calmly.

“Yeah, your father would’ve been real proud,” Stepdad sneered. “Girl that just eats and sleeps and sleeps around like an animal. Goes around cursing people. And somehow still thinks she’s better than the rest of us.”

I watched the gleaming threads on my chest. “You’re a piece of work,” I snarled. “I’ve no idea why Mama married you, of all people.” Mama knew how to dress, was smart and tough and worked hard. She would never have married a bully, if she’d known what he was like. I paused, then said, “Turn right at the lights.”

“Of course you have no idea,” Stepdad said. “You’ve hardly ever spoken to me.”

“I don’t need to,” I replied. “I hear the way you talk to Paul.”

“How I talk to my kid is my business.” Stepdad turned the car so sharply I nearly spilled the rosewater. “From what I hear, you’re the one going out and hurting people. You make the toughest woman I know cry every week. You’re rude and ugly inside. And you’re dangerous.”

Stepdad dearest always knew how to cut, how to twist the knife. “Mama doesn’t love you.” I raised my voice. “I’ve seen her in love, so I know.”

He screeched to a stop on an overpass, and we waited for the traffic lights to turn. “You want to know why your mama married me?” he demanded.

“Sure,” I muttered. “I’d love to know why she picked a hateful, homophobic scumbag who has nothing better to do than insult teenagers.”

“Because she didn’t want to be alone, and I was the only one who didn’t think she was batshit crazy when she talked about you.” Car horns blared as Stepdad sped past a pedestrian. “Because you are the swollen, oozing pus in her life, and I was the only one who loved her enough to tolerate you. You wonder why she can’t be happy, look in a mirror.”

I put my hand to my chest and the ache there. Shut up, I wanted to say. Shut up, shut up. But wasn’t that what I already knew? I knew it was me. Always me.

Stepdad, satisfied that I was finally quiet, turned back to the road. “Now where’s Paul?”

Paul wasn’t hard to track. In a small voice, I directed Stepdad dearest to drive just out of the city to a small cemetery. Stepdad’s face grew twisted, and I heard his teeth grind against each other.

Summer nights in Calgary were cool when the wind came through. Silver junipers flickered, and old trees bent down toward the road. I smelled a young couple in the bushes—teenagers drinking alcohol in the shelter of rocks. Scents were strange after the medication, colored and blurry around the edges. Still, after I walked the perimeter of the parking lot, smelling the rubber from car tires, I smelled a trace of Paul. Stepdad was a brooding mess, and I could hear blood start and stop in his arms when he clenched his fists.

We found Paul standing over a gravestone.

“Paul!” Stepdad charged forward and, briefly, I detected concern.

But then, Paul turned. His eyes were wide. “Dad, I came to talk to Mom . . .”

And Stepdad’s demeanor changed. His shoulders went stiff, and suddenly he was bigger than I’d ever seen. He descended on Paul, wide shoulders and wild gestures. His clothes stretched. He didn’t hit Paul—that wasn’t Stepdad—but he shouted and loomed and chose words that cut and punched.

Through the whine in my head, I remember Paul crying. I remember a litany of bladed words. Everything Stepdad said to Paul then, and everything he said to me in the car. It all mixed together. I was ooze, and pus. And I didn’t feel angry, didn’t feel powerful. I hurt. The words hurt. My heartbeat was loud. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t breathe.

I remember Stepdad grabbing Paul’s arm, heaving, and losing his balance. His fist accidentally clipped Paul in the face, and his ring cut across Paul’s cheekbone. Paul reeled back, dropped.

I leaped.

Stepdad’s shoulders were hot beneath my palms. He cried out. An elbow punted into my gut and I snarled it out of the way. The tips of my canvas shoes ruptured at the tips. I clawed, raked at him, and when my teeth touched jugular, I heard Paul’s voice, muffled around a bruise in his mouth.

“Dad!”

I stopped. Stepdad fell away from me, sobbing. I didn’t say anything. No clever quip or ultimatum. I’d attacked a human. I stood there, dazed, with blood across my palms, as Stepdad crawled out from under me and fled. His car started, and he fled out of the parking lot.

Even with Aunt Tigress, we never attacked humans like this.

Paul and I found ourselves clutching each other and sobbing. “I’m sorry,” Paul whispered. “I would’ve come home right away.”

Paul was only two years younger than me, but it sometimes felt much more than that.

Mama eventually found us. “I know both of your ‘find my phone’ passwords,” she told us. She took us home to tend to Paul’s bruised lip and the ache in my side. She made us hot chocolate and gave me half a ham to gnaw at. She made Paul butternut squash soup. Paul grew green watching me eat, but then stared down at his own bowl.

After hearing that I’d attacked Stepdad dearest, Mama went very pale. Wordlessly, she took pictures of our cuts and bruises. She retrieved her work laptop. “Tell me what he said,” she ordered. “Every word. Exactly what he said.”

I did so, embellishing very little. When Paul stayed silent, I filled in what Stepdad said about him as well. Mama looked very tired after I finished. She rubbed at a smudge of red on my fingers. “Go wash your hands again. I’ll take care of the rest.”

• • •

Stepdad didn’t come home that night. Somehow, that made it easier to slip from my room and into Paul’s next door.

Paul slept with his door closed most nights, in boxers and face-down in bed. I eased his door open and sat there on the floor of his room. He’d stripped half the spoiled yellow fu from his walls, and piled Father’s books in a corner. I heard Paul sob from under his sheets. “I’m sorry, Tam. I shouldn’t have taken your books. You can have them back.”

“If you want to read them, I should be here with you.”

“You haven’t been here, Tam,” Paul whispered. “You haven’t been here for months.”

I leaned against his bed. “Why did you take them?”

“I cast a spell, and I heard my mom,” he said.

“You didn’t,” I replied. “You imagined it.”

“I heard her,” Paul said stubbornly. “I cast the spell properly.”

“They’re just books,” I said. “They’re just words. You can’t learn these things through a summer reading list. And there’s nothing in my father’s collection, or any collection I know, that can bring back the dead. Not in ways you want them to come back.”

Carefully, I peeled the covers back to reveal his swollen, unhappy face. Paul put his hands over his eyes, and cried. “The things Mama did tonight. She’s not going to let Dad come back, is she?”

I couldn’t think of anything to say.

“He didn’t hit me,” Paul said. “And you did hurt him.”

“You have a split lip and your whole neck and back is a bruise,” I pointed out. “It doesn’t matter what actually happened. And he did hurt us, even if it doesn’t show.”

“If I stayed, would you . . .” Paul wiped his nose on his sheets. He still hadn’t opened his eyes. “I wonder if they’ll let me stay. Maybe Mama can adopt me.”

“You can stay, probably,” I said. “Yeah, I’m sure that happens all the time. You can just stay.”

終
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COMING RAIN

風雨如磐

We catch a lapse between clouds and stonefall as we leave Mama’s house. A few neighbors tentatively step out onto their porches, feeling the air for more rocks and dirt. Paul waves from the door, but Mama doesn’t. I watch the house diminish in the rearview mirror. “Mama and Paul seem reluctant,” I tell Janet, “But they’ll take care of your mom. You don’t have to worry.”

“I’m not worried,” Janet says, airily.

We head for the predawn gloom of six A.M. wintry Calgary, on the bank of the Bow River. By then, I imagine Mama and Paul have dropped off Mrs. Child at the hospital and started their drive southward. Mama was right; all the roads out of the city are full of traffic. Thankfully, we drive in the opposite direction. Janet’s car radio projects futile, blaring government alarms asking folk to stay indoors. Occasional pebbles dent Janet’s car roof and trill behind us. Rocks are piled along the roads. As we drive, they skip up to hit the underside of the vehicle. Every time, Janet curses, and then brags loudly of her car’s stick shift.

Midway through the drive, the rockfall starts again. Spiderwebs sprawl across Janet’s windshield, leaving foggy white cracks, but none of the stones come through. Half the streetlights are out. I don’t know how Janet sees well enough to drive, but we eke fifteen on max eighty roads, southbound. We clatter over a particularly sharp ridge of rock and Janet exhales briskly. “A few dents are unavoidable, but if this rain of rocks wrecks my baby, Tam, I’ll freak.”

By “baby,” I assume she means her monstrously deformed car, which doesn’t even qualify as ugly-cute by my reckoning.

I shake my head. “You could’ve gone with your mom to the hospital.”

“You could be driving to Lethbridge.”

“Are you . . .” I pause. “Are you doing this for me?” Facing old ones, holding down ghosts in a wash basin.

Janet laughs. “I’m glad your self-esteem’s finally raised her head, but no.” Her right hand brushes between us and her fingers rest on my wrist. My skin tingles, and I feel a shiver thread up my spine. “An ancient tiger ruined my mom’s life. The creepy plant monster who gave her cancer turns out to be a victim, not a simple bad guy. Now I’m flying into the sky to give your aunt a piece of my mind.”

“Not quite flying to the Sky realm,” I say. “We’re just going in-between.”

Janet’s voice softens. “Without you, I’d be in that hospital room freaking out about this rain of rocks. My mom would still be possessed and dying. I wouldn’t be calm, wouldn’t feel in control. I wouldn’t even have the chance to . . . be in the same world as the woman responsible. So, Tam Lin, it’s the opposite. You’ve done all this for me.”

I turn my hand up and let our fingers rest against each other, palms touching. “About that night at the hotel,” I say, “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry.” Janet squeezes my fingers. “Tell me we’re going to win.”

My mouth feels sour, and my eyes sting. I am so tired. “Miss Little will know what to do,” I say, but I don’t quite believe it. “We’ll win.”

“Miss Little again. You like her a lot, don’t you?” Janet taps her fingers against my palms, and the touch is light. “I don’t. Haven’t met her, but between everything Jack said and hasn’t said, I don’t trust her. And you said she’s a demon? No matter what, that’s not a selling point.”

There in the small, noisy car with the rockfall around us, I feel Janet’s hand in mine and want this moment to drag out. I open my mouth to suggest we drive slower. However, Janet speaks first, “I think we’re here.”

“How do you know?” I squint my fatigued eyes, but can only make out the reflectors by the side of the road.

“For one, I think that’s Jack shining his flashlight at us.” Sure enough, a pale beam flickers across the frame of the car.

We pull into the parking lot of Baker Park, by the river. Paul and some of his church friends run here, and I remember sharing a swan foot-paddle boat with Mama and Father when I was much younger. Tonight, the river is noisy, groaning whenever fist-sized rocks pummel its lengthy bed.

Jack stands outside Janet’s car with a too-bright flashlight in one hand. 

Miss Little’s glass python, usually wrapped up the side of her office building, rests on the riverbank: a massive assembly of crystalline scales and looming coils. It holds its head above a section of the recreational area, shielding it from rocks. The stones clatter off its back. A pair of picnic tables sit under the python’s head, laden with packs and gear.

“Glad you two could make it,” Jack whispers. “This rain of rocks is crazy.”

Janet slides out of her car, and raises her hands, palms-upward. No rocks land on her. “There’s something overhead?” she muses. “Sounds like . . . glass?” Janet reminds me of a childhood spent with Father, where everything unknown felt like marvel and whimsy and magic high in the sky. Janet asks, “Is this some other contraption or creature I can’t see?”

“You still can’t see them?” Jack wonders, “But after the witch tree? The ghost at the funeral? The rocks?”

Janet shrugs. “Guess I’m a lost cause.”

Janet is self-depreciating, but I remember that Father once said most humans only begin to see ghosts when they are afraid. He would’ve liked Janet. “You don’t have to see, and you don’t need to change,” I tell her. I lower my voice. “You’re perfect.”

“Tam,” Janet’s mouth drops and she beams. “I’m blushing. This isn’t like you at all.”

She is decidedly not blushing. Jack, however, is. He turns away from us down the hill. “Watch your step,” he sputters. “The rocks. Here. This way.”

We retrieve the cooler holding my fox from Janet’s trunk. The incubus sleeps in my pocket and my rooster against my chest. Jack takes us out of the parking lot, down a lopsided trail that snakes toward the river farther ahead.

We round the edge of the parking lot to the first of the picnic benches, where crates of supplies are stacked high. In the blinding halogen lanterns set on wood benches, I see Miss Little, impeccably decked out in valentines and slender heels. A swath of tightly-fitted red falls just above her knees.

Janet wrinkles her nose. “That’s Miss Little? The Victoria’s Secret poster?”

Jack chokes. “Yeah, that’s Miss Delilah Little, my adoptive mother.” Even in the gloom, I see Jack flinch at his own words. “Tam told you about her, right? Watch what you say. She looks human, but she’s actually . . .” He pauses, as whatever contract binding him to Miss Little prevents him from explaining.

When Jack cannot continue, Janet snorts. “I’d love to share this part of your lives, but you and Tam don’t need to bend backward to explain everything to me.” She casts her gaze out at the picnic tables, where Miss Little inventories equipment, her dress trailing in wet grass. “I know everything I need to know. I don’t need to know the plan, or the backstories of everyone coming with us. I don’t even need to see any of the dangers coming.” What she says next, she says while staring me straight in the face. “I only need to see one person on this trip, and that’s the tigress who destroyed my mom’s life.”

“What’ll you do when you meet her?” Jack asks.

“I don’t know yet.” Janet shows teeth. “Whatever I can.”

Miss Little approaches us then. She looks tired, and every time she forgets to hold her shoulders perfectly straight and her long legs artfully plied, she shrinks a little. Beneath the smell of smoke and cinnamon and lingering incense, her limbs smell heavy. She is all smiles with Janet, though. Dimples dot her cheeks, and her eyes show laugh lines.

“Jack tells me you’re the girl with good luck.” Miss Little holds out a hand.

“And you’re Jack’s . . . guardian.” Janet takes it and holds it a moment longer than necessary. “Pleasure,” she drawls. There is appreciation in her voice, and I feel a twinge of envy. I wonder if I’d ever been attracted to Miss Little, or if I’d known her too long.

Miss Little leans forward so her hair slips loose and falls into her eyes. “Humans have regularly made this trip into the in-between since long before the Europeans and my kind settled on this continent. But I overheard you say that you can’t see? I could rectify that problem for you, if you’d like.”

Janet holds up two fingers and crosses her heart. “No, thank you. When we’re up there, I’ll follow your instructions. I won’t touch or say anything. I’ll be meek as a Catholic school girl on her first date. If you’re as powerful as Tam and Jack believe, you wouldn’t mind a human tagalong, right?”

I know the exact moment Miss Little decides she doesn’t like Janet. Nothing in her smiling demeanor changes, but her scent sours. Bitter undertones of too-young fruit and stale tofu. She doesn’t spare Janet another look, instead beginning to glide out from under the glass python into the rain of rocks. “Raja will be here soon,” Miss Little says over her shoulder. “I will open the way. Everyone should check your supplies and make sure you’ll be useful.” Her last sentence is pointed.

“Moms never like me,” Janet comments, voice still easy. “Think there’s something wrong with me?”

“Janet.” Jack fidgets. “Miss Little is . . .”

He doesn’t finish. Our eyes are drawn down the hill to the river, where Miss Little begins to open a portal to another world.

It is seven or so in the morning. A predawn haze rolls over the water, through the stilted trees and rings of bikeways along the banks. The sky is a woolen gray-blue. Miss Little walks out calf-deep into the water—freed from ice by the rockfall—and her glass python reaches its head outward to shelter her passage. For all of Miss Little’s artful curls and sleek, hugging skirts, her power recalls old stories of claws and teeth. The demon runs her hand along the ribs between universes. I see ripples in the air, shimmers and folds and wrinkles.

Her nails catch on something, and a whiff of smoke coils through the crack. Miss Little’s lips quirk up, and she digs her fingers in. There is a tearing like fabric, and there is no artistry or finesse in it. I watch the ridged veins in Miss Little’s bare arms stretch up toward her shoulders.

Light pierces through the split, parting the cottony gloom. There is more yellow in that light than any light from our world, and I feel the heat of it from up the hill. The river skirts around that opening and sloshes up the far bank. Inside the tear, I see plumes of red dust and golden water. On the far side of that tear, there is a waterfall, but not made of water—it is a downpour composed of millions of tiny yellow lights. They spill down into our world and shimmer across the wet rocks and the surface of the Bow River. Sounds are louder on the other side. All I hear are falling lights.

“It’s beautiful,” I say, because I haven’t seen the in-between since I was very young.

Janet stares at the opening, then promptly turns and throws up. A whiff of sour. She claps her hands to her eyes and groans. “What the fuck is that?”

Jack reaches out a tentative hand to pat Janet’s shoulder. “There’s a ley line overtop the Bow River and Elbow River. The yellow light and energy of the ley line fall down and feed into the life streams of the Bow.”

“Ley line? Light?” Janet chokes. “All I see is space warping and I . . .” She heaves and throws up again. Her lips turn blue, and her fingers shake. Worried, I grab her hand. Her skin is cold and clammy, and she puts all her weight against me. When she retches, her whole body pulls like she is milking the muscles out of her skin. I hold her shoulders and try to trap her convulsions.

Miss Little emerges, still wet from the river. Yellow lights glisten in her loose hair and on her shoulders. She is no longer slender. There is width to her shoulders and hips. She towers above us. Her dress splits down the back, and her hunched posture shows off the clean musculature of her neck and arms. There are dead branches growing from the back of her skull, hidden in her dark curls, with tips of smoking embers. The heat of her turns the picnic tables black. The zipper of my jeans burns. I stumble back, patting out the smoke on my shirt. Janet gasps and rips the rings from her fingers, leaving blisters.

The corner of Miss Little’s pale lips curl up. “Some humans,” she starts softly. White feathery smoke brushes out from between her lips with each word. “They’ve forgotten fear. They panic at a little hard rain, but cannot see that their world is already on fire. They forget there are things, quantum things and old things, that their minds and sciences cannot understand. Tell me, meek little Catholic school girl, if you don’t look at the dangers before you, or if you don’t understand the lives of others who share the world with you, how do you keep us safe? Even if you reach the Tigress, what is the price? What happens to the rest of us if you break a rule, or we are put in danger because you cannot see something?”

Janet is still a moment. Then, she straightens and wipes spit from her mouth. Her voice barely quivers. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have said that. It was more bravado than sense.”

“That’s a pretty apology,” Miss Little coos. She reaches out a veined hand, fingers over Janet’s eyes. “I can help you see, Janet Child. But you need to promise something in return.”

Make a promise to Miss Little? I want to reach out, to step in between Janet and the demon, but find myself unable to move or speak. I writhe against her hold, but Miss Little doesn’t even look in my direction. I haven’t felt power like this since Mr. Rain. Don’t promise anything, Janet, I think.

Janet, to my immense relief, chooses her words carefully. “Maybe human society codifies us to be goal-oriented and to feign confidence we don’t have. I get that this isn’t my world or my area of expertise, and I shouldn’t have made assumptions, or postured. I stand by what I said earlier, though. I’ll listen to instructions carefully. Even if I have to wear a blindfold so my brain doesn’t get in the way.”

Miss Little frowns, offended. “You are content with being a liability?”

Janet leans against the picnic table, shielding her eyes from the portal and the golden light spilling into Baker Park. “I’m not going to be a liability,” she says, voice still pinched with good humor. “Again, Miss Delilah Little, no thank you. I don’t want to make a deal with you.”

Demon and woman stare at each other. I feel Miss Little’s heat intensify. I take Janet’s hand again. Her skin is no longer clammy but dry and flushed with heat. “Miss Little,” I begin.

A warm voice interrupts from behind me, honeyed with affection. “Teasing the kids, love?”

By my side, my fox perks up, blunt nose twitching. “Raja!” Her milk-sweet voice is full of adoration. “It’s Raja!”

I hadn’t noticed Raja’s arrival. He is a tall man—even taller than Janet—dressed in a dark keffiyeh and a whalebone-white thobe that falls to his feet. There are crescent teeth-marks and stark strawberry lip prints across his face and neck. He greets Miss Little with an inward tilt of his head and a softness about his slanted eyes.

Miss Little gestures to Janet. “See what you can do about this one, Raja. She can’t see, so she’s of no use to us like this.”

Raja scowls. He gives Miss Little a reverent kiss and then turns to us. “We’re bringing someone who can’t see? At all?” The turn of his thin lips is disdainful. “We can’t be offering charity to sightseeing groupies with the whole city on the line.”

“Janet is lucky,” Jack attempts.

Raja laughs. “Luck doesn’t make up for ineptitude.”

I am offended, but Janet merely pinches between her eyes and shows her teeth in a glossy smile. Her voice is easy as she tells Raja, “If I wasn’t dizzy, I’d have a devastating comeback that would peel that snide look off your face.” When she straightens, she is nearly as tall and built to fight as he is. She declares, “Give me something to deal with this nausea, and I’ll show you what humans can do.”

Raja grins. And unlike Miss Little, I can tell Raja likes Janet just fine. He beckons. “Let’s see if we can salvage you, groupie. I have a remedy for weird-sickness.”

Raja takes Janet aside to tonic and medicine her, and he addresses me over his shoulder. “I brought our ride, and we’re almost ready to cast off. Go help with loading.”

“Cast off?” I echo.

My eyes swerve up the hill to the parking lot. Next to Janet’s rusted car, shielded by the coils of the glass python, is a ship.

The ship is a small dhow, maybe five to eight meters long, with white lateen sails folded up along the riggings. A wooden canopy, stretched with canvas, covers the front deck, which is furnished with embroidered cushions. The back half of the ship hosts a roomy padded hull. Unlike the dhows that tour or trade across the Persian Gulf, this ship is amphibious; the keel is mounted with four thick tractor wheels. It has silver braces, espresso lacquered siding, and a long keel of black iron, which hums and throbs in synchrony with the light of another world. The phrase Chasse-Galerie is carved into the ship’s side.

It is the most beautiful vessel I’ve ever seen.

Harnessed to the front of the ship, like dogs to a sled, are seven enormous dun-colored creatures of assorted builds and limb counts. They mill across half the parking lot, harnessed with leads of braided, seven-colored string. 

It’s really happening, I think. We’re going after Aunt Tigress.

The ship makes this haphazard journey feel plausible. Makes the immense world of lords and red skies just a little more fathomable. In its colorful canopy and sturdy wood paneling, I see a hint of hope. I catch a glimpse of sunlight and smell just a telltale redolence of coming rain.
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COLLECTIVE MYTHOLOGIES

出神入化

Jack nudges me. “Tam? Give me a hand?”

I’m startled out of my daze. Jack climbs the hill toward the ship. I lug my fox’s cooler from the picnic tables up the hill. I pick up Janet’s suitcase in a free hand. My pack clatters against the small of my back. As we bundle gear onto the ship, I mentally review everything I brought: the rosewater, a stack of blank fu bound with a red rubber band, handfuls of ribbons and ink. Iron supplements and electrolytes. My father’s peach wood sword. My familiars.

The animals tethered to the front of the ship turn their glittering eyes toward us as we approach. On closer inspection, they are all dusted with a fine brown powder that smells like cloves. They are antlered and horned, cloven-hooved and soft-pawed. They seem unperturbed by the rockfall, and only their ears flicker whenever stones roll off the python above our heads. But they are alarmed by the sight of me. Their nostrils flare. Their irregular pupils—black crosses and triangles—dilate. They shy to either side to allow me passage.

A metal plank leads up from the pavement onto the ship’s flat deck. Under the safety of the ship’s canopy, the deck hosts more than just rugs and embroidered cushions, there are low tables, straw mats, and colorful teas. Three compact sleeping swags are tucked beneath a section of the railing. The ship has a smell of dust and salt that wouldn’t have been out of place on the Persian Gulf. There is no one on deck. I locate a short stairwell that leads below.

The lower deck is surprisingly spacious. Bunk beds and crates of camping gear are piled neatly in a corner. For the first time that night, my incubus uncurls in my pocket and peers out. It wriggles free and flits around the worn wood railings. Jack holds out a hand for my incubus to land on.

I emerge above deck just in time to see Janet approach. She is oblivious to the animals and walks straight through them, despite trampling legs and flailing tails. “So, Tam Lin, where’s the—” She trips over the ropey midsection of a many-tailed lizard, who hisses in her direction before slipping beneath an anteater with a mane like a grass skirt. Janet puts a hand on her hip and clambers up onto the ship deck.

“Color me embarrassed,” she says, sheepish. “I’m not usually this clumsy. That man Raja gave me this weird tea. Maybe it messed with my balance.”

“That’s not what happened,” I say, glaring down at the many-tailed lizard. The lizard peers back at me, eyes solemn between frilled cheeks, tasting air with the tip of its tongue.

“Anyway, it sounds like I get to come along,” Janet says. “Why didn’t you tell me you knew so many attractive people?”

“You mean Raja? I mean, Miss Little, sure. But Raja?” I frown. “Attractive?”

“He’s tall,” Janet says. “And that’s very nearly the same thing.”

I don’t agree, and the expression on my face makes Janet laugh. She claps a hand on my shoulder to steady herself, and contemplates the ship. “This is supposed to be the Chasse-Galerie? The infamous flying canoe? This is not a canoe.” And she smiles her smile from Angela’s. I want to lean forward into her, but after seeing her the morning after in the hotel, washing blood from wounds I inflicted, I don’t dare come close. I waver a moment.

Jack climbs up next to us. “I think we have most of our gear secured below. Your fox and your packs are loaded. We’ve plenty of food. Unless you have anything you need from your trunk, we’re getting ready to go,” he says. “Janet, you should head below deck and put in earplugs. Maybe wet a towel and put it over your nose. Going to the in-between . . . it’s pretty intense.”

“I’ll go below with Janet,” I say.

“Don’t you dare,” Janet snips. “You watch, and you describe it to me after. If photos show up on your phone, take a few for me. I’m missing enough as it is. I need to at least get it second-hand.” She wags a warning finger at me and vanishes below.

Miss Little sashays onboard, carrying her high heels in one hand. She smiles and waves smoke out of her eyes. She sets her heels aside and perches herself at the head of the ship.

In front of the ship, Raja lines the animals into two rows. He whispers to each of them, and rolls up the sleeves of his white thobe. He shouts something in a language I don’t understand, and Miss Little says something back. She, of course, does not need to shout, because even when she whispers her voice is louder than his. She gestures to her python, and the massive thing begins to move.

Glass scales sing against each other as the python curls its tail along the bank of the river and pushes its triangular head through the slit between our world and into the next. Light drenches it, flowing in golden rivulets down its throat and back. The python pushes up and up, until its head vanishes into lights beyond. The sleek body straightens, forming a bridge upward.

Raja claps the head animal on the flank, and we begin to move. The multicolored leads pull taut, and the animals draw the ship forward smoothly, despite their mismatched gaits. The ship’s oversized wheels skid over rocks, humps over the edge of the parking lot, and begins to descend the slope. Raja runs alongside the ship, in perfect pace with his animals, as they pick up speed down to the river.

The animals clamber onto the python’s tail and the ship follows. We climb the python’s long crystalline spine. I lose my breath, and never quite catch it again as we push through the golden curtain of falling light. The droplets feel like sunlight against my arms and face. The lights fill my vision until I can see the red of the blood vessels in my eyelids. The light smells like Mama, like the womb before I was born. At my side, I notice Jack tremble.

The ascent up the python grows sheer. Cushions slide back against the railings of the barge. The animals and the ship climb to the python head, and plunge up into the golden fall of lights. We are pulled vertically upward. The seven animals swim hard. The glass python gives a trilling send-off that sounds like wind chimes, and falls away from us, back toward the mortal realm.

Jack and I grip the railing as gravity warps. Raja grabs onto the ship and swings himself up. He brushes past us and settles next to Miss Little at the head of the ship, encircling her waist. “Just like Titanic,” I hear him whisper to her.

“Oh please,” Miss Little laughs. She half turns in Raja’s embrace and looks back at us. As the world falls away below, Miss Little is as tall as I’ve ever seen her. She is taller than Raja, than Janet. “Welcome back, ladies and gentlemen,” she says, “to the space in-between worlds.”

It takes the ship a moment to fully adjust to the new orientation. Cushions clatter back down onto the deck. Gravity shifts, ever so slightly, toward Miss Little, just enough that I find myself leaning toward her as she speaks.

Raja’s harnessed animals strain upward against the golden currents. After the initial push, the sleek canid in the lead begins to slow, and the colored strings go slack between it and the animals in the company. The fall of light becomes denser—becomes a falling ocean. The pack of animals paddle and swim as they tow the ship along. Raja calls to his animals, and the tailed lizard that tripped Janet earlier takes the lead position, nine webbed feet paddling powerfully. The colored leads twist, and orange shows more prominently. “Oh!” I say, understanding. “Jack, the colored lead tells the animals which one leads the pack.”

Jack turns away from me, toward the light. I am about to comment when I notice Janet emerge from the hull. She is pale and her bottom lip is blue. She has a blue cloth over her eyes and she nurses a mug of what smells like alcohol and rainwater. There are earbuds in both her ears, plugged in to her phone. “Safe to come up?” she asks. I nod, before realizing she can’t see. I take her hand and settle her at the side of the ship.

I lean close to her ear and speak loudly over her music. “You all right?”

“I tried to listen as we passed through and coughed up half a lung,” Janet complains. “Everything about this place drives my brain up a wall. Apparently, I’m not even supposed to try to smell it. This drink seems to be helping, though. There might be whisky in it. This, right now, actually feels nice. More than nice, really.” She sinks back against the cushions. “Warm. Like sunbathing from the inside out.” She pauses. “What’s out there now?”

“Kinda boring right now. We’re just climbing.”

“Just climbing halfway to the sky on a flying canoe,” Janet nods, mock-sagely. “No big deal, right, Jack?” A pause. “Jack?”

Jack leans against the railing of the ship, his back to us, with an outstretched hand to catch the bright currents. In the golden currents beyond him, I see young, long-haired creatures, swimming against the tide and gravity of Earth. “Jack, what’s wrong?”

Miss Little, overhearing us, beckons. “Gather around now.” She clears her throat, and her words echo between my eardrums. “We are currently in-between the mortal world and the realm of the Sky. This is a vast, unstable place, and changes like weather. But it is also a place of power. From here, Tigress can bury cities, drown mountain ranges, and snuff out whole swaths of ecosystems.

“We don’t know what Tigress wants here.” Her mouth closes briefly, and her eyes are so large they reflect the golden oceans falling past us. “And it doesn’t matter. If she is responsible for the lord’s disappearance, or this fall of rocks, then we will find her and stop her.”

Janet raises her hand, exaggeratedly, reaching up as far as she can.

“Yes, Janet Child?” Miss Little asks, exasperated. Her impatience—that crack in the perfection of her—makes Raja laugh.

“How, exactly, will we find Tigress?” Janet asks.

“The easiest way, since Miss Tam Lin is with us, is to make use of her connection to her aunt,” Miss Little starts. “It takes practice to follow the threads on connections between loved ones—”

“Brilliant, except Tam cut off her connection to Tigress,” Janet interrupts. She cannot see the flare of temper across Miss Little’s face, nor the refraction of heat waves around her. “She told me she cut it out with scissors years ago.”

Miss Little’s eyes fall on me, appraising. “I wish I’d known.”

“Don’t blame Tam. This isn’t something people tell their lawyers about,” Janet continues. I find myself grinning at their exchange. Raja is smiling too. I’m tempted to reach out to Janet, to this blindfolded girl who is rude to a demon on the demon’s own ship.

“Maybe a tracking spell can get us to Tigress?” Janet suggests. “Those exist, I assume.”

“I cannot track Tigress when she rivals me in power,” Miss Little says simply. Standing there, she is a glistening gold figurehead at the spear of the ship, cutting through the golden water. Her face turns up, dark curls along her cheeks. “If I’d made a contract with an unusually lucky human,” she adds, “perhaps it would have given me enough power to track her down and defeat her. Since that’s not an option, there are things I must do to prepare for the confrontation against the Tigress. It will be on you three to handle the tedious process of tracking her down.”

“Wait, that’s why you made me feel like crap before we sailed? You wanted a deal with me to make use of my luck?” Janet asks.

“And now I’ve lost interest. Raja and I will head below deck,” Miss Little says. She holds up a finger. “Under no circumstances can any of you disturb us. Stay on deck.”

“Where do we even start, Miss Little?” I implore. “Tigress could be anywhere.”

Miss Little smiles, and glances over at Jack. “Don’t worry, Tam Lin. I’m compelled to give you the aid you need. And you don’t need me for this part.”

She walks barefoot across the deck. She pauses, standing over a distracted Jack. Jack doesn’t look up at her and hardly seems to have heard our conversation. Miss Little looks as if she might say something, before shaking her head and descending into the hull. The train of her dress slips along the steps like the tail of a ragdoll cat.

Raja unfolds himself from the bow of the ship. His eyes narrow when he smiles. “Start at the waystation,” he tells us. “It’s less than a day from here. Jack’s made the trip a few times, so you’ll be in good hands.”

He casts an eye over his working animals. “When you get there, we have enough emergency supplies to sustain a dozen survivors. Hopefully that’s enough.”

“Survivors?” Janet asks.

“Survivors, if there are any,” Raja says over his shoulder as he follows Miss Little below. “A few days before the rockfall in Calgary, while you were preparing for your exorcism, the waystation was attacked. We’ve lost contact. If we’re looking for an unpredictable, predatory Tigress, that sounds like the place to start looking, doesn’t it?”

I watch Raja disappear after the demon, my heart fast.

Within the last few days, I’d accepted that Aunt Tigress killed nurses, ate children, and came to the in-between to wreak more havoc. I still can’t see Aunt Tigress attacking a waystation of innocent people. What would be the point? But then I remember her toothy words and her sharp shoulders. I feel breathless, remembering fat raindrops falling on me like bullets, and lightning passing down my body. I almost hear the screams of ielis, and smell the milky sweetness of the witch tree again. I remember a baby fox screaming. I keep my panic very still and hold my breath against it, so Janet doesn’t notice.

The truth is, I never had any idea what Aunt Tigress was capable of.

“Jack?” Janet says. “Jack, you’ve been oddly quiet.”

My mind is still abuzz. But when I look at Jack, I realize he is crying. Far from tremors of excitement or anticipation, his shoulders pull with sobs.

My thoughts still. This isn’t about me. Or about an Aunt Tigress I thought I knew. This is about Jack and Janet, about survivors. About doing the least harm I can. I reach out and touch Jack’s shoulder. He flinches. 

“Jack, are you all right?” It is a stupid question, but the words run past my teeth before I can stop them.

“All right?” Janet echoes, alarmed. “Jack, what happened?”

“I . . .” Jack wipes hastily at his eyes. He picks himself up and smooths the bright golden lights from his too-large coat. His voice breaks, but there, with nothing around us but the fall of sunlight, there is no shame. Jack twists his hands together, closes his eyes, and takes a deep breath. “I think my mother used to bring me here.”

Janet wrinkles her nose. “You think? You don’t know?”

 “I don’t remember.” Jack looks out over the railing at all that light. “I don’t remember her names, what she looked like, or the sound of her voice. Good or bad, I hardly remember much from before I was eight.”

Janet says, “We didn’t mean to pry again.”

Jack leans against the ship railings. It takes a moment, but soon, he is that soft-spoken youth from Miss Little’s office again. All traces of insecurity and loss folded away. “It’s all right, Janet.” Jack’s voice is steady. “It was really beautiful here, once. Picture this. Far above us, the Sky is home to the Sun, the Moon, the Morning Star, and the Above People. This in-between realm, midway up, is created by humans. The in-between is a massive continent that stretches a long way, past different stratums of the atmosphere and covers about half the globe. This is where current lords tend to live, but it belongs to us as much as these great powers. The lands and geographies here are shaped by the histories and mythologies of peoples across Earth.

“I don’t remember much of my mother, but I remember her telling me stories. She said the path to the waystation was once a vast prairie, snaked with golden rivers. There were once blue clouds shaped like sailboats, and twisted mole vines that tunnel along the earth and send up great feathered wings when they take flight. There were green grasses and quilts of wildflowers. Pillars of stone grazed there on the plains in-between, and flitterbicks filled every arched lantern tree. Here, the lord stampeded and hunted.”

Janet wets her lips. “That sounds beautiful.” She listens around her, as if for the sounds of birds or hunting rock formations. Her face flashes pale and she hastily drinks from the mug between her fingers. “But you used past tense. Is it different now?”

Jack shakes his head. “The in-between world is eroding away, year by year and generation by generation. The vast floating continent has broken up and large pieces of it have disappeared. Pockets of land still exist, standing on precipitous stilts of rock. Now, most who live here cling to the sides of rock pillars their entire lives before a gust of sand blows them loose and they fall. The waystation we’re heading to . . . it’s on this particular rock pillar.”

Beneath the blindfold, I see Janet’s eyelashes flicker. “Why is this place falling apart?”

“Because this place is built on collective mythology,” I answer quietly. “It’s living belief, culture, and practices. Foxes don’t dream of silver winters anymore. Rocks on the riverbeds don’t believe they can fly one day. Deer no longer look humans in the eye. The raven spilled his beak of stories somewhere in the rolling valleys of Nose Hill and disappeared. And there are too few people from Jack’s culture and history, or any other culture and history, left to support it.”
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TWELVE FOX WINTERS

十二寒冬

The in-between realm is a series of vast, floating islands—not truly floating, but each balanced on a tapering stilt of rock that reaches down and down until it is out of sight below. Each island is supported precipitously on dreams and stories. We sail up the side of one such island and slowly, through the golden waterfalls, land comes into view above us.

Raja’s animals scrabble over the edge of the island. The front of the ship drops perpendicular onto solid ground. Wheels find purchase. I feel a moment of vertigo. Janet leans over the railing of the ship and tries to vomit, but there is nothing left. We squirm and wait for gravity to change again. Undaunted, the animals tow the flying canoe onward.

“Do we deploy the sails?” I wonder, looking up at the rigged lateens overhead. 

Jack, sitting on the bow of the ship, shakes his head. “Raja brought his animals because he wasn’t sure the winds would be on our side.” He licks a finger and holds it high. His smile is sad. “He’s right. The wind is definitely trying to blow us off the edge of the island.”

“Guys, what’s happening to me?” Janet asks. She is smaller here, sitting beside me. She feels along her arms and wrists. “Something feels off.”

Jack says, “You shrank a little. We all change sizes here, based on some weird power differential. If you want to take a peek, the animals pulling the ship are enormous now. We picked Raja’s strongest for this trip.”

“Ha,” Janet says dryly. She pats her bound eyes and presses against my side to compare how much height she lost. “As if the blindfold wasn’t humbling enough.”

“We’re human, so we don’t change much,” Jack adds. He glances at me. “I guess not even Tam changes.”

“My skin feels a little tighter.” I say. A small understatement. I feel cracks at the backs of my shoulders, and up the ridges of my spine, like cracks humans might have on their heels during very dry Calgarian winters.

We speak in low voices. I look over the starboard of the ship and struggle to tell Janet about this place. Words seem insufficient.

The golden river we climbed is far behind us now, replaced by long shelves of dirt, and yellow grasses growing waist-high. I’d been in-between just once in my life. The grass is more wilted than in my memory—brown serrated edges catching sunlight and flickering like metal—and the snowy inverted mountains in the distance are shorter. The ground is muddier. Raja’s seven animals pull the ship along, spraying red clay across the ship keel as they run. There is still life here, on these isolated land masses. In the distance, there are glacial slugs nestled between mountain ranges, and nests of parasitic gemstones. White amoeba clouds rise up from the plains to sniff at the sky. Black vines snake through the undergrowth and send up great feathered wings to eat the wind.

My fox takes human shape again. I watch her slink from cushion to cushion, tilting her head to listen to our conversations. The beaded lines embroidered on the pillows rattle as she lolls across them.

“She’s definitely imitating you,” Jack notes, after my fox climbs the mast to lick the wind. In human form, my fox’s hearing is diminished, and she doesn’t hear us talk about her.

I blink. “I don’t look like that. Or act like that.”

“You have different bones under your face,” Jack agrees. He taps a finger against his cheekbone. “But the similarities are startling.”

“Is your familiar still doing that?” Janet sounds exasperated. “Back at your garage, too. She looked like your sister, except even I could tell there was something off. Something uncanny I couldn’t put my finger on.”

“She’s even better at it now,” Jack tells her. “You wouldn’t think she was Tam, but she’d certainly pass as a sibling.”

“Did she get more blood?” Janet asks dryly.

Even Jack looks at me, so I hastily answer, “No, not since last time.” I feel along my wrist, where the latticed scars from fox teeth and incubus stinger scrawl up my forearm. “Foxes tend to be natural shapeshifters. Better than tigers, anyway.”

Janet laughs. “Isn’t that, like, racism between monster species?” Before I can answer, she raises an arm. “Fox! Wannabe-Tam! Over here.”   

Fox looks down over the bundled lateen sail, dark hair falling into her eyes—and I see it. My features, but fresh-faced and smiling so the blunt of her nose crinkles. Fox climbs down and comes to settle in front of us. She tilts her head to watch my posture, then crosses her legs and sits forward in imitation. I scratch my nose and squirm. “You don’t have to sit like me,” I tell my fox. “You can sit however you like.”

“I know,” my fox says. Her dark eyes dart to Janet’s blindfold, and she licks her lips. “You called me?”

“When we first met you, it was pretty chaotic, yeah?” Janet says. Her fingers slide along the planks, and her nails drum pensively. “But I remember something Jack said. You’re a ghoul. We’ve got a whole day of travel on this boat, and a fatal lack of distractions. So, tell us what that was about.”

My fox bares her teeth, just a touch, and black lips show in a face eerily similar to the one I see in the mirror. I reach out to pat my fox’s knee. She blinks and looks down at my hand, and the scars there. She shrugs.

狐屍的故事

Ten years ago, on a clear winter morning, a caravan of bedouin beasts crossed windblown plateaus toward the City of Calgary. They were laden with red and gold rugs, with bells braided into their tails and long manes. Their backs were piled high with patterned kashmira and bundles of antlers. Two long-horned rabbits the size of cars had flowering trees strapped to their long spines. Caribou carried unopened boxes of unlocked cell phones on their backs. They jingled as they walked, and the voice of each bell was slightly different.

In the evening, the man in their lead held up a hand to signal a stop. He was a very big man: tall and thick-shouldered, with hands as warm and dry as slithering deserts. 

The man, of course, was Raja.

Raja came from a rural district of Oman too small for names. As a boy, he knocked on doors and sold books and crafts at twilight. As he grew into a large man with a robust soul, local lords and old families employed him for rather more nefarious deeds. He lied and betrayed and fled a dozen places before he learned how to be still. Eventually, he saved up enough to build his own caravan to ferry goods to and from hard-to-reach places. Now, some decades later, he owned animals that could cross misty death, the skies and earth and the republic of living voices, and even follow the veins tunneled by worms to other worlds. He was the most trusted trader in the greater Calgary-Edmonton area for exotic goods and animals.

Raja inspected his caravan, running broad hands down the flanks of each animal. He checked their hooves and pressed his fingers beneath their packs and straps to feel for abrasions. He gave each animal a pinch of sugar and salt, letting them lick along the grooves of his palms. It took him forty minutes to move down a line of twelve animals. Longer, to feed and water his beasts.

Afterward, Raja drank a capful of whisky and hummed his beasts to sleep. A few animals nestled and took the form of pale boulders, while others dispersed into swirling fistfuls of dust. Most were flatulent mounds of flesh that blocked out a biting wind and steamed in the cold evening.

Following their caravan was a fox kit. In the fox’s jaws, she carried a twig of thistle. There were cold sores across her pelt, and she limped to keep up with much larger animals. She stank of something already dead.

The undead fox licked her lips and glanced at the makeshift feeding troughs, now empty. “I didn’t get salt. Or food,” she complained around a mouthful of thistle.

Raja looked over his shoulder. “Well, you’re not one of mine,” he said.

All the hairs on the fox’s back and neck fell flat. She lingered a moment, hoping and smelling residual bone marrow and berries and wheat-potato mixtures. When Raja remained unmoved, she sagged and searched for sleep. At first, she tried to nestle under the bulbous neck flaps of a toad-like saav, but a long, spiked tongue swept her aside. She sidled up next to a massive striped rat, but a snapping kick sent her rolling. The fox curled up where she fell, cradling aching legs and her stiff mud-and-infection crusted tail. She couldn’t remember ever being so tired. After everything, the fox thought she deserved to be tired. It had been a long time since she’d eaten, and the twist of her stomach made it hard to sleep. Eventually, lulled by the snores and percussion of heavy heartbeats around camp, the fox drifted.

As the fox slept, Raja looked away from her. He lit a lamp with a curved handle and thumbed his way through a paperback of young adult romance. He thought of the woman who called him her husband. He pictured her grinning face as he mouthed the lines, dreaming of her coiffed, bundled hair spilling loose between his rough fingers. The novel ended with a desperate motorcycle chase to the airport that made Raja’s eyes sting. He closed the book to feel the engraved edges of his wedding ring.

He was almost home.

In the morning, the fox was woken by the caravan shouldering their packs and assembling. She picked up the thistle branch gingerly in her jaws. Her paws were swollen and her left hind leg hurt. She stole a mouthful of water from a bull with shaggy hair over its eyes and stumbled to take her place in line. Raja was already there, at the end of his routine inspections.

“We’ll push hard today,” Raja said, as he massaged the feet of a young bear and checked beneath her claws. Annoyed, the bear locked her jaw around his shoulder and gnawed at the white fabric there. He checked her ears and offered a thin leaf of boar jerky.

“I can keep up,” the fox promised. 

“If you’re running from your human, don’t bother.” Raja smoothed down his thobe. He checked his sandals before making for the head of the column. 

“I’m not running away from my human,” the fox protested. “I’m trying to find her! But first I have to get away from the tigress.”

Raja paused. “A tigress?”

Raja thought about the rough black stitches across the kit’s body, the matted fur, and building sores. He cursed under his breath and stomped back. “You have a human form?”

The fox nodded.

Raja squatted next to the fox and lifted a paw to inspect. The fox’s dark claws were chipped and bloody against his palms. The fox shivered, and her bones were frail. Her nose was cracked and her ears and the sunken sockets of her eyes were full of crypt mites. Raja didn’t like ghouls or undead of any sort, but the fox kit was not yet six months old when she died, and had grown wrong since.

“You make it through today,” he told the fox. “Tomorrow, I’ll take you to someone who can help.”

The fox made it through the day, and after the caravan returned to Calgary, Raja took her to a particular downtown building. An enormous glass python curled around the skyscraper, sweeping its elaborate crystalline tail along the alleyways and stirring up shrill echoes. When the python tasted Raja’s scent in the air, a twinkling chorus of anticipation passed down its scales. The python coiled down the building and lowered its head. It nudged Raja’s car once, twice until the alarm sounded. Exasperated, Raja reached out of the window and gave it a stroke between its nostrils.

“I’m home,” Raja told the python.

Raja and the fox rode the elevator up in silence. The fox clutched her branch of thistle, and counted Raja’s loud heartbeats. Food sat heavily—strangely—in her belly. She remained hungry, of course, since she could only be sustained off her summoner’s flesh and blood. Still, satiation was nice.

The woman who waited for them on the sixteenth floor felt old, but looked very young. She was as short as the fox’s human form, slim, with kohl-lined eyes that took up half of her face. The gleam in her eyes was young delight.

“I’m home . . .” Raja stammered.

Miss Delilah Little pulled her husband down to her eye level and kissed him for the count of six heartbeats. Raja’s hands went to her hair and cradled—a gesture even gentler than the ones he used with his beasts.

When Miss Little released him, she was much taller, with more volume to her hair and chest and hips. She rested her forehead against his. “One day, you’ll stay away so long you’ll need to find me with a magnifying glass.”

Raja’s pale lips twitched up, but for all his romances and daydreams of her, he could never find the right words to describe the swell of his throat and chest. Instead, he released her and pulled the fox forward between them. “I found someone. She described a tigress.”

Miss Little rolled her eyes. She settled into her new size and weight and batted her long eyelashes. “You know they’re not strays if they have owners, yes? You have to give them back.”

The fox tried to shrink behind Raja’s legs, but he guided her forward for Miss Little to inspect. Miss Little inspected the fox’s chipped nails and the fringes of her hair. Her gaze lingered on the fox’s pale eyes and the blue of her lips. Miss Little’s posture shrank, just a little.

“What’s wrong?” Raja asked.

Miss Little squatted before the child. Her eyes burned. “Oh dear. There really is a tigress.”

• • •

The fox remembered some things. There were two other kits in her litter, both smaller, and one had a white paw. Her mother was red. The first vole she caught scratched the insides of her throat and she swallowed funny for a while. On the night she died, she was unfortunate enough to chance upon the night hunt, looking for prey.

The night hunt was led by baying winds and roaring hares with tattoos down their fronts. They formed a ring around the fox. Clawed and many-tailed serpents came then, sounding an alarm by trumpeting through their single horns. Hunters poured out of the snow and wilted bushes. They jeered, and there were faces looking down from the night sky. The fox kit tucked her tail, bared her teeth. She spun and snapped at any animal that approached. She yipped. She wanted her mother, but she alone had wandered out on the night of the hunt.

From the dark sky came a massive horned animal with shoulders like the dune hills in the distance. The massive animal was the buffalo lord of the plains: amber-eyed, with a brown coat of peat moss that collected glaciers. He cracked the horizon when he walked, hoof by hoof, and when he stepped onto the ground, the city shook. In the distance, all the coyotes lifted their faces and bayed.

The fox kit pressed her head into the snow and closed her eyes. Her nose shook with overwhelming scents. Hers wasn’t a show of respect, because the fox had no knowledge of lords or how they split the Earth between them. It almost didn’t matter, because the fox could feel power. And this was a being of absolute power.

The lord lowered his massive head to look at the fox kit. He lifted a cloven hoof over the fox’s head. The kit could smell the heat of the lord and the dirt in his beard.

Then, they heard the call of a summoner.

The summon was for a bird and described blue wings like the sky and a voice like water. The fox didn’t know any bird like that, but it sounded beautiful.

The lord softened and his amber eyes looked distant, as if the call conjured far-away memories. His massive shoulders settled back into something easier.

“Thank the summon, little one,” the lord says, and the fox understood, even though foxes have no complex language of their own. “It’s put me out of bloodthirst for the night. Come.” The gathered hunters complained, but when the lord swerved on his hooves and thundered to the south, they followed.

After the lord left, the fox kit followed the summon that saved her life, through the snow and persistent grasses, until she came upon a human cub. The human had black hair, cropped short, and she was bundled in so many wet layers of clothing the fox could hardly see her face. The human lifted her toque and gave a blinding gap-toothed grin. Hands extended, the human offered a branch of thistle.

Animals and familiars couldn’t always describe what prompted them to answer a summon. Some followed instincts, and for others it was a rational calculation of benefits and dangers. Many of the summoned spirits described a sudden sense of certainty, of increased heartbeats and all senses falling on a single summoner. For the fox, it was the smell. The little human smelled of a dangerous animal, but sweetened like her mother’s red fur after a day lounging in sunlight. It was, in the language of humans, rather like falling in love.

And yet, just when the fox took the offered thistle, there was a tigress.

After the fox kit died, the tigress took the body back to her apartment building. Hers was a sublevel unit, kept cold enough for water to freeze in the pipes every winter. Tigress opened the fox and pressed a fishhook into her heart, before folding a piece of fishing line three times around the atrium. She stitched the fox’s remains back together with goat stomach threads, dressed the wounds in limestone dust, soaked up blood and fluids with sponges of rye, and sealed the fox’s mouth and filmed-over eyes with wax so the fox’s spirit could not escape. She put the body in an Adidas shoebox. She waited nine days, and once that was over, the fox was trapped in her very dead body. Only the cold of a winter death kept her from decay.

The shoebox became the fox’s home. It was small, and as the fox kit’s body stretched around her growing spirit, her snout and tail pressed and turned crooked against the walls of the box. Her tails split into four to represent the terms of her contract—not because she earned them with age. She lay in her own feces, until her belly and hind legs were covered with sores. She lay trapped there until she no longer remembered her mother, or the sky, or the way prey tasted—warm, down to her stomach.

• • •

“The fox can’t stay,” Miss Little said. “Not with this Tigress around.”

“Why not?” Raja asked. He dug around in his pockets for salt, but it felt futile against the kit’s suffering. “This is Tiger’s sister, isn’t it? We are friendly with Tiger. We can speak to the sister.”

“Every tiger is different.” Miss Little inflated a few centimeters until she towered over Raja. Smoke filled the room, and where her fingers trailed, the air wavered from the heat. She points out the door of their apartment. “And we can’t bring this kind of danger into our home.”

At that, Raja fell silent as well. 

The fox looked between the man and demon. “Then what can I do?” she pleaded. She thought about the shoebox, about Tigress’s voice, and how cold she felt on the night she died. Her voice cracked. “What about me? You said you could help. I can’t go back. I’d go mad.”

“It wouldn’t be forever,” Miss Little promised. “A few years, at most, and you will be reunited with your human. In fact, we can arrange for you to meet her. A little hope. But only if you go back to the Tigress and wait.”

The fox didn’t want to leave. She wailed and sat on the glossy hardwood floor of that apartment. She screamed so hard she had no strength left to maintain her human form. She shrank down out of her clothes. The buttons of her shirt tangled against her mange. She hid in the pile of human garments, shaking and licking at the open sores on her flank. 

Neither Raja nor Miss Little evicted the fox, but eventually, she climbed onto her four trembling legs, and crept out of the safety of that downtown apartment. She left wet slime trails in the hallways, and dragged herself toward the elevator. 

Her white eyes filled with the ravenous wrath unique to the wronged and tormented dead.

終
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CROUCHING TIGERS

虎臥平川

“Now I’m here with you,” my fox finishes. Her dead, pale eyes pan across the ship to Jack, who flinches. She shifts closer to me throughout the story and leans forward to put her face—so similar to my face—against my lap. She nuzzles, and even her hairless face draws sparks of static against my old jeans. Her lips turn up, and she slides like fluid into my lap, shedding clothes and human skin. I scoop up armfuls of lolling fox, her four tails spill down past my elbow.

“Are you all right?” Janet asks. She feels along the deck for me, but only grabs a fistful of tail. My fox flinches and whisks her tail away; Janet releases her without noticing. I grab Janet’s wandering fingers. Her hand is dry and warm, and she squeezes when she is sure it is me.

“I’m fine,” I say, but I am not quite. In all my years with Tigress, I never suspected she kept the fox from my childhood. But I’d seen the girl following at Aunt Tigress’s side. I’d seen my fox. More than once. And I should have known.

“I’m fine,” I repeat. “Just . . . realizing how interconnected all this is.”

“No kidding,” Janet snorts. “Your fox knows both Raja and Miss Little.”

“That’s not unexpected. The supernatural community in Calgary is small,” Jack says. “Maybe ten like Tam or Miss Little, and a few dozen like Raja or me. We don’t have six degrees of separation. We have personal connections.”

I put a hand on my fox. It doesn’t breathe, and the skin beneath its fur is cool to the touch. I don’t know how to tell the others the memory fox’s story triggered: memories of my fox, of Raja, and this in-between place. I should have remembered, put the pieces together, and I should have come for my fox sooner.

崽崽的故事

Before Father’s death, he loved the broad patch of sunlight across our living room. I remembered how he’d lounge in that heat with his books of names. The brownies from the chimneys would clamber on his shoulders to read with him. He spoke softly, touched gently. He cooked and vacuumed and raised me while Mama worked eight-thirty to six—she didn’t need to make extra house calls to exterminate mice or bedbugs back then. In my mind, Father wasn’t a tiger at all. He was hardly even a man, as I observed in movies and books.

Aunt Tigress sometimes stole me away on illicit midnight hunting trips, and ever since I was five, Father often caught me dragging small animals into our home and batting them between my hands. I flaunted dead gophers and—just once—a skunk as long as my thigh. I came home once with eleven porcupine quills in my arm. Mama wrestled me to the vet and got me a rabies shot, and screamed at me during bath times to unweave the burrs from my hair. Through it all, Father’s sloped eyes were watchful, but I was too young to guess at his thoughts.

My hunts with Aunt Tigress came to a stop when I was eight, after she left me to the mercy of the night hunt. For months afterward, I sat wide-eyed at night. Whenever I closed my eyes, I saw a baby fox taking my thistle and dying for it. Eventually, I became convinced that my fox wasn’t dead, that she became a zombie with dead eyes that stared at me through my bedroom window at night. Every time I slept, I woke up screaming. Father offered to sit up with me, but he always smelled too much like Aunt Tigress for comfort. Mama sat with me instead. In those months, she grew haggard and thin. Her smoky mascara couldn’t hide the caverns beneath her eyes.

One night, after Mama curled up, unconscious, on my bed, I went to the kitchen for milk. Father crouched by the counter, and cleared his throat when I tried to slip past him.

“Out hunting again?” Father asked.

“I don’t want to hunt,” I said, still feeling the fox’s heavy gaze on my back. I couldn’t tell what was real back then. Much of my own imagination felt real to me, like the way my elementary school gym teachers were ogres in disguise, and how each piece of spinach I ate went to feed the warren of rabbits in my stomach. In Father’s world, every beautiful thing crossing the sky was real, and every nightmare and manifestation of terror equally so. I lowered my voice. “Everything I hunt keeps watching me, and waiting. Father, Mama says the fox is dead, that it isn’t coming back, but I know she’s not dead. She’s angry. She wants to hurt me.”

Father reached out to touch my face, and the pads of his hand were rough and gentle. He poured me one of his gray concoctions from his designated shelf in the fridge.

I sniffed the glass and showed teeth. “Yarrow.”

“It’s milfoil.”

“That’s the same thing!” I scowled. “I hate yarrow.”

Father put his fingers over mine. “That’s hurtful. When yarrow was a seed, it wanted to grow sweet like ginger root or nutty like gingko. But if it spent that time growing delicious instead of medicinal, it wouldn’t be able to heal blood loss.”

“I’m not bleeding.” I drank, sweeping the bitter poultice behind my teeth, but not before rubbing a drop at the tip of my tongue. “This isn’t even a blood potion!”

“The moon is kind tonight,” Father said. “It’s a good night. Maybe even your fox will be forgiving. Will you come with me?”

On some level, even though Father and Mama never explicitly told me so, I knew Aunt Tigress wasn’t good in the ways of fairy godmothers and bedtime adventures. I also knew that what we did together made my intestines squeeze and made the small animals look at me with terror. I didn’t, at the time, fully understand that my actions needed forgiveness. So, when Father mentioned the word, forgiveness, it felt like a revelation.

“I’ll go,” I said, because Father knew best. “I’ll go. I just need to get my old shoes. Aunt Tigress kept losing my shoes and Mama got mad every time.”

“Wear whatever you want,” Father said. “I won’t let you lose them. But you have to go to your room and pick out a gift. Something you like very much.”

Father followed me back to my room. He stroked Mama’s arm. Mama muttered something, half conscious, and allowed Father to escort her to their bedroom.

Father returned to stand beside me. He looked up and I followed his gaze to the elaborate dream catcher—as wide across as Mama’s dinner plates, with a tail as long as my outstretched arm—hanging above my bed and over the window. The web of it covered half of the glass, and its beads rattled whenever Mama opened the window to let in a breeze.

“Is that a spiderweb?” Father asked.

I planted my hands at my hips. “Aunt Tigress gave it to me. It’s a dream catcher. It’s an Indian thing.” I paused and thought of my schoolteacher’s adamant face. “First Nations thing. It catches dreams.”

“How does it work?” Father asked.

I didn’t know, so I told Father nonsense about special spider threads and powerful beads. Father listened and then took the dream catcher down from its hanger. Without that massive metal ring and the thrush of feathers, my room looked strangely empty. “This is your gift, I think,” Father told me. “Because it doesn’t belong to you.”

Father drove us down to the south end of Calgary, with all the windows down to smell the rainy night breeze. I remember I wore my pink wheelie shoes and a spring coat with polka-dot lining. With Father so close, I felt lighter. The fox eyes that followed me in the night were not there anymore.

“Father,” I called, exiting the van, “you said we shouldn’t go far at night.”

We were in the parking lot behind an old strip mall. I could see Father illuminated by the car’s headlights. He wore his best coat and a burgundy scarf that brought out the amber in his eyes. He spoke to a woman not much older than Mama, who locked the back door of a fast-food restaurant and stood with her arms and legs both crossed. She had black hair tied back, and she looked skinny and tired. I slipped from the car and approached.

“Sorry, Mr. Lin,” the woman said. “The fifth night of summer is finished. I have to get back to my son. He’s always home alone.” Even though she smelled of grease and exhaustion, her eyes were sweet when she talked about her child, and I wondered if all mothers glowed like that. As long as Mama wasn’t angry, she looked very pretty when she talked about me.

“Please,” Father begged. “I arranged to meet someone at the waystation tonight.”

The woman smiled as if she was not used to the expression. “You should have made more time. It takes a day to get to the waystation.”

Father pressed. “Not if our physical bodies stay on Earth. We just need to dream in-between.”

“Auntie,” I said. “A present for you.” I heaved the enormous dream catcher over my head.

The woman’s brow knotted. She squatted so I could look into her eyes. “Why is this a present?”

“Because, because . . .” I stammered. “Because I love it, but I don’t know anything about it. And . . .” I glanced at Father. “And Father says it doesn’t belong to me.”

“My sister gave her that,” Father explained. “She took it from someone, or made it with skills she took from someone.”

The woman ran a hand over the ring of my dream catcher, and let the feathers slide through her palms. Beneath the grease and vinegar of fast food, she smelled like tobacco and something deep and vast I couldn’t name. “These don’t belong to me either,” she told me conspiratorially. “They’re from a different nation. I’m friends with a lady who makes and sells rattles.”

“My daughter is sick. Every night, she dreams of spirits harming her,” Father said. “I’ve arranged for her to face her spirit tonight.”

It made a difference, I suppose, that I was a sick child. “I like your coat and shoes,” the woman told me, and smoothed down the buttons on my summer coat. “They’re very cute. How old are you?”

I gestured nine, rounding up a phantom year as Chinese children often did.

“Practically a grown-up,” the woman observed. She took the massive dream catcher from me and tucked it under one arm. “You’re three years older than my son, then.” She frowned at Father. “I’ll take you. This time, only.”

Father nodded. “Thank you.”

“Where are we going?” I asked, rubbing my stiff hands.

“Only you and your father are going,” the woman corrected. She took us across the parking lot to an old car—meticulously clean, but showing rust around the wheel wells and underside—and dug in her backseat for bundles of herbs and neatly packaged eclectics. “You’re going somewhere between this land and the Sky country where the Sun and Moon and Stars live. A waystation, sort of.”

“A different realm?” I breathed. “You can travel to different realms?”

“It’s only as hard as digging up turnips,” she said. “Close your eyes, both of you. Remember, you cannot take or leave anything, and you will return if anything wakes your physical bodies.”

The woman gave me something to hold in either hand. Even with eyes closed, in all the smells of compost and cheap burgers, I could smell the branch of young juniper in my right hand. I brushed the object in my left hand and deciphered that it was a feather. “Aunt Tigress said your people use feathers to fly.”

After a pause, the woman’s voice was sad. “I’m not sure your aunt knows much about the Niitsitapi at all. The ways of knowing I was taught are old, tied to this land. My grandfather told me that there’s a place where, during dusk, the sun would lay a golden path across a lake. Any fleet-footed warrior or daughter who could run across that path, stepping only on sun rays, could reach the waystation. We’ve lost that lake, so the journey is more complicated for us, and takes longer. Open your eyes.”

I opened my eyes.

The woman was gone. Father and I found ourselves at a brightly lit market of sorts. The calls of vendors, the colorful sloping fabric roofs, and the smells of spices and milks and incense and plastics and sweat and meats and shoes overwhelmed. I dropped the feather and juniper branch and held both palms to my nose.

Father picked up my feather and branch, and bowed once. To nothing, it seemed. He packed the items into a pocket and took my hand. “Come, Tam. We’re here to meet someone.”

“Who?” I asked, but my father didn’t answer me. We stalked through two narrow streets of tightly packed stalls, with vendors wrestling for elbow room and customers. A few called out to us, and it felt strange to hear mostly accurate Chinese from their lips when they were not Asian. I slid a few times on my wheelie shoes when other market-goers pushed by. We passed a food stall and my eyes followed a layout of smoked cheeses and pearly cabbage hearts. I caught sight of an old man in a straw hat, selling weeping, dull-eyed mandrakes and ginsengs in woven straw cages.

“There are lots of white people here,” I told Father. “And Chinese people.”

Father looked at where I gestured. “I think he’s Korean.”

“Did they all come here with a feather and a juniper? Did they all find that lady in the parking lot? That would explain why she looks so tired.”

“No. Most of them have their own ways to get here. It takes a lot longer for physical bodies to travel here, but they can exchange goods and services.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Then we didn’t have to bother that nice lady. She looked really tired.”

“The way we come here matters,” Father said.

“Yeah, and it would take longer, but then we could bring Mama souvenirs. Why does it matter?”

“You can smell it.” Father took my shoulders and turned me westward, and then I smelled it. Fire smoke and tobacco and the sharp scent of histories and stories. I smelled the gleam of oil off sparrow feathers, and the skins of deer and buffalo. Young and old and lost and found. I licked my lips to taste the magicks in the air. “And you can hear it, and see it in the colors of the clouds. This land, their lords, and the realms in-between are marked with certain traditions and belong with certain peoples. These are their mythologies, and their territories, marked with their memories. Tigers, even more than humans, should always respect another’s territory.”

“Does that mean I can’t join the night hunt?” I asked. “I’ve always wanted to.”

“He’s here,” Father said.

“Who?”

The right corner of his lips lifted up. “A man married to a demoness.”   

“Demons can’t get married,” I told Father. “All of them are married to their progenitor”

“Are tigers all maneaters?” Father asked. 

I shook my head. 

“When we think all demons or all tigers are a certain way, even if it’s a good way, we can forget that they’re individuals. That even demons or tigers need to buy meat at Costco, stress over mortgages, and patchwork resumes together from lives we never learned to lead. And for those of us who decide to remain tigers or foxes or snake spirits, because that’s all we’ve ever learned, they forget we need access to clean water, to lands rich in game, and deep mysteries to disappear into.”

“Preaching again, Mr. Lin?” A man’s voice sneered behind me. I jumped because I hadn’t heard a rustle or smelled his approach. He was a tall man—a head and a half taller than Father—with a white robe down to his ankles, hiding long muscles that occasionally showed beneath the fabric. The fact that I couldn’t smell this man made all my neck hairs stand. I bared my teeth and hid behind Father.

“Hello, Raja Little,” Father said.

“Every time I see you, you have lessons to teach,” the man said, and I couldn’t tell if he was sarcastic. Neither of them paid any attention to me, which made my legs and shoulders relax just a little.

In fact, the man named Raja didn’t look at me at all as we walked an hour or so out of the waystation. Father was silent, and I eventually emerged from his side. After that, Raja somehow managed to engage me in conversation.

 “. . . so all the alchemists and witch-priests in the competition just stared as this half-starved tiger put in all the exact amounts of peppermint and poplar bark, with three cups of hot water. Magic: a silver tincture.” When Raja rambled, his voice was pinched and humorous. His eyes were narrow and foxlike.

“That makes a tea,” I said. “There has to be silver in it to be a silver tincture.”

“Well, alchemy isn’t my strong suit,” Raja acknowledged. “Anyway, that’s how we met your father, a few years ago. Miss Little was one of the judges on that competition panel. Your father would’ve come in sixth if he hadn’t been disqualified.”

“Disqualified?” I asked, leaving Father’s side and drifting closer. I wrinkled my nose. “And Father should’ve been first. Maybe second. Sixth is too low.”

“He might’ve been first, but he didn’t finish the last round. A few of the older alchemists could accept competing against light spirits and demis, but couldn’t believe an animal brewed better than they did. They threw rocks and chased him off.”

My mouth dropped, horrified. I turned to Father, but he merely smiled and spread his arms to indicate the size of the rocks.

“Weren’t you mad?” I asked.

“No,” Father said. “I was scared.”

We went to one of the remaining pristine landscapes of that in-between realm. To where two gray hills huddled close and whispered across the valley between them. Where the snow broke, I could see streaks of iron soil and dust. If I dipped a pan into that soil, I could probably sift out starlight like old explorers panned for gold. The birch groves on the shady sides of the hills were shaped by enormous things passing through them. Shiny pools interrupted the landscape, percolating with sporadic daydreams bubbling up from the Earth far below.

I didn’t see any animals, but I could hear them in the groves and smell them when the wind turned my way. I smelled the keratin of their horns and the oils from the fur under their tails.

“What’s caught your attention?” Father asked.

I sniffed. “I think it’s a lone waheela. I think I’m strong enough to challenge one.”

Raja snickered, but Father didn’t. Father kept my gaze carefully. “You’ve eaten dinner, you’re not hungry. It’s not invading your home. It’s a predator like you. Why do you want to challenge it?”

“It’s what tigers do.” I thought of Aunt Tigress and the lord’s night hunt across the sky. “We’re hunters.”

Father thought for a moment. “I think that’s what humans do, when humans are hunters.”

I rolled my eyes and asked, “How would you hunt, then?”

Father looked at me like it was obvious. “I wouldn’t. Your mama makes enough to feed all three of us.” 

That made me angry, and I didn’t know why. I turned away from him. 

“Last time I hunted,” Father was saying, “was when your mama was pregnant. A goose and a white-tailed deer. And something else, for its skin.”

“Aunt Tigress hunts bigger things, like the lord’s bird,” I bragged.

“And fox kits who leave their mother’s nips to answer a summon.” Raja’s voice turned very soft and snake-like. His sneer was sharp, and I shrank away from it.

“I will not tell you what kind of tiger to be,” Father said. “If you wish, go hunt.”

With Father’s permission, I kicked off my wheelie shoes and took off. My bare feet left red indents in the snow. Down the hill, wind raked through my hair and pulled my coat back and away from my shoulders. I tumbled into a silver bush and low shrubs that smelled like celery and honey.

I found an antlered mouse king, a rias, and batted him between my hands before that familiar sense of dread came over me. I felt the fox’s eyes and abruptly dropped the mouse. The rias scurried away—tiny antlers clipping the underbrush—and disguised himself as a weed.

A rustle from above me. When I looked up, I saw the small gray fox. Rounded ears pulled back. She was very skinny and there were scars and stitches down her right side from where she was killed.

The world dropped out of me. The fox! She’d come for revenge. She’d come to kill me. I ran away up the hill, pulling myself up by handfuls of grass and ice. That pale thread on my chest—stretching between the fox and me—unraveled, splaying out into silver ribbons with frumpy creases.

The fox gave chase. I stumbled over the thread connecting us, rolling between underbrush. I looked over my shoulder and saw that the fox was closer then, close enough to make out fresher wounds on her face and paws and worm holes in her ears. Her gray eyes were dead.  

I crashed between the roots of a dancing tree, whose skirt swept closed behind me. The fox stopped just outside. I smelled her dead flesh, but I didn’t hear her breathing or her heartbeat. I whimpered, pressed my face into the dirt, and covered my ears. “Don’t kill me,” I pleaded. “It’s me.”

“Hello, me,” the fox’s voice came from the gloom.

“I thought you died,” I told her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what Aunt Tigress would do.”

The fox sniffed. “Why are you hiding?”

“I can’t look at you,” I whispered through the skirt of that swaying, oblivious tree. The roots tapped in rhythm around me. “I don’t want you to kill me.”

“I can’t kill you,” the fox reasoned. “You are tigress. I am fox.”

“You could,” I said, and realized it was true. I gripped the thread between us. “This would stop me from running away. And looking at you makes my legs shake. I wouldn’t . . . I wouldn’t fight back. I’d let you.”

After a moment, the tree skirt parted, and the fox crept between the roots to me. I went stiff. “What do you want?”

“In.” The fox licked my face, and I opened my eyes. 

Her nose was wet and her filmed-over eyes looked nothing like the glowing orbs outside my window as I slept. Her skin was cold, and she still smelled of death, but she was also young and her nose twitched the same way mine did. I remember the first time we met, and that moment of connection we shared—before Aunt Tigress killed her. I found myself no longer scared.

“You should come home with me,” I told her. “I have a first aid kit and cream for your scars. My mama will make chicken jerky and steamed fish for us. I have friends, but they’re all human. Most of my non-human friends can’t talk.”

The fox pressed her forehead against my side. “You want me?”

“I do.”

“Even if I’m already dead, and I smell, and I’m hungry all the time?”

“Yes.”

The fox was very still by my side, but it was a comfortable stillness. “I can’t come,” she said finally. “I made a promise. But I have tonight. Is that all right?”

So, as Father and Raja Little discussed Aunt Tigress, I rolled in the hills with the fox, and we whispered our secrets to each other. I pounced on a gray shape that turned out to be a rock; we laughed and darted through the bushes.

We roamed to the edge of the waystation plateau, looked over the edge of that place and down at my world far, far below. We ran alongside a yellow-haired giant, and followed a trail of red leaves that smelled like cinnamon buns, and climbed trees for the eggs of winged rabbits. It was almost a hunt, like those Aunt Tigress took me on, and yet lighter. I didn’t make any kills or even roll eggs out of their nests to lick at the twinned yolks, but I felt like I learned and practiced many things. I fell asleep, eventually, against the fox’s side.

The next morning, when I came down from my bedroom, I had no nightmares in my eyes. Over breakfast, Mama took my cheeks between her hands, amazed, and then kissed Father until he flushed dark and fled for the kitchen.

My father was a tiger who rarely hunted, who was scared of cast rocks. It would be years before I know, truly know, that despite what books and movies taught me, he never needed to be any more than that.

終
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WAYSTATION

荒城

A warm snow storm blows across the in-between that afternoon. The day passes in our exchange of stories.

I think a lot, over that first day of travel, about how all the stories I didn’t know or don’t remember change everything. Father once warned me against losing myself in the mythologies of others. But how can I find my own way when my stories are so inextricably tied to this land and the people and creatures here. It doesn’t feel separate to me—Aunt Tigress, Miss Little, Mr. Rain, and the night hunts on the prairies of Canada.

My fox remembers all the intimate ways I failed her. Her gray eyes watch as I fidget and stumble about my chores on the ship. I know that one day I will have to repay her more than I can afford.

We inventory supplies, then we make cucumber and turkey sandwiches on deck, with cold black tea. The animals pulling our ship do not stop, or rest, although Jack pulls them to a stop in the evening for fodder and silage and water.

It is warm above the Earth, with none of the bite winter brings to Calgary. The sun slouches down past the islands on stilts to set in the mortal world below. Then, night pulls past us, tugging on morning. A corsair moon swings overhead, the grin of it changing angles as it sails. It lights the land around us. I watch it and listen to the sounds of another universe. There are more colors here than down on Earth, but none I have words to tell Janet about. I settle into the blankets and watch the warm colors drain from the landscape.

Jack lights a camping lantern next to him but stays at the bow of the ship. Once again in her nest of cushions, Janet sleeps half draped over me through most of the evening. I slip off my jacket and cover Janet with it, but she quickly shrugs it off in her sleep. She likes the cold.   

I startle when my fox crawls next to me, but I am reluctant to move, with Janet’s head heavy in my lap, her red hair splayed over my knees. The fox’s human arms press against my collarbone and she tucks her greasy head under my chin.

Janet wakes, and her hands snake over, feel along my shoulders and then my fox’s. She pulls my fox, squealing, from my side. “Sorry, fox. Your smell triggers my gag reflex, and I’m not going to throw up again. You have a choice: go up the mast, or get downwind.”

My fox bares her teeth for a moment, sharp canines showing between her black lips and gums. Janet frowns beneath her blindfold. “You can tell the difference, can’t you? Between affection, and crossing a line?” she asks. My fox flinches when Janet raises her voice. “Tam’s aunt killed you, tormented you, and turned you into a ghoul, or whatever. Tam only met you as a kid. I don’t know what contract you have with her, but I doubt it includes replacing me.”

Cowed, my fox shrinks down out of human shape. She shakes out her mangy, matted fur. Her ears tip back, and she noses Janet’s hand before trotting off.

I prop myself up on my elbows and, even though she can’t see me, I slow-blink at Janet. “She likes you. She listens to you.”

“That’s because I don’t owe her anything, and I don’t particularly like her,” Janet snips. She rolls off my lap to lean on my shoulder. I smell her lotion. “Tell me what you see.”

For a while, I chatter to Janet about this realm. The lights and sounds and smells and the touches of old legends on the skin. “There’s a kind of melody that lives here, symbiotically with the other residents. It makes them dance and feeds off the heat produced.”

“What kind of music?” Janet asks me.

“Um . . . I don’t know. Jack?”

Jack doesn’t answer from the ship bow. His gaze snags on something far away.

“Jack?” I ask. “What do you see?”

“What?” Janet asks, alarmed. “What is it now?”

“Hold on.” I climb up to the bow with Jack.

He glances at me, then pulls the line of animals to a stop. The beasts below protest, still hot and jittery from their run. They fidget, tamping their hooves down and pawing at the cracked, red dirt. Jack says, “We’re here. We can see the waystation up ahead.”

In the gloom, the waystation smokes. A spectrum of colors spreads up that smoke column. I don’t see any buildings, not even the tall church at the heart of the waystation. When I put my nose up to the wind, I can smell burnt hair and charred plastics, and something resinous and earthy beneath it all.

“When they said the waystation was attacked, I didn’t expect this,” Jack admits.

“Can you sense anything?” I ask.

Jack shakes his head. “All the spirits and ghosts are scared here,” he says softly. “It must’ve been awful. The dead are incoherent. I can’t get any clear answers from them. We have to go in. Find survivors.”

“It’s dark,” I say, eyeing the smoke. There is no fire I can sense, no heat. But also none of the smells of foods and sweat and people. Why do I smell no people? “I don’t think we should go in.”

“Why? We need clues, don’t we?” Janet asks, feeling her way up the bow behind us. “Or do you smell Tigress or something?”

I shake my head, before adding because she cannot see: “No.”

“Then you’re outnumbered, Tam. I think we should go in as well,” Janet says, and her voice is terse with anticipation. “We need to see if Tigress is still here. We’re here to confront her, not avoid her.”

“It’s not exactly a democracy,” I protest.

“Well, boss lady isn’t exactly giving orders, is she?” Janet raises her voice so even Miss Little, in the bowel of the ship, must hear her. She plants her hands at her hips, and all of her frustrations funnel into sarcasm. “If we can’t count on them, why shouldn’t it be a democracy?” She pauses and then straightens again. “Someone needs to take charge here, and if it isn’t Miss Little or Raja, it needs to be one of you two. Do we go in, or not?”

Jack says, “Half of Raja’s animals can see in the dark, just like you. We’ll be careful.”

What can I say to that?

Jack urges the animals in. I smell a hint of sweat off their flanks. All the tethers quiver, like the drawstring of a bow. The ship wheels squelch, and we pull toward the waystation.

We sit, nervous, listening to the sounds of the ship in the dark. The road into the waystation is clear, and the long plains are well worn by hooves and sneakers. The clop of hooves sounds wet, as the road turns into plush, loamy earth.

When Father brought me in-between as a child, the outskirts of the waystation were a sprawl of colorful tented booths and vendor stalls. Long tables were set out next to grill-fries, with inflatable wait staff to serve and clean. Each business left out a plate or cauldron at their storefront. There would be tobacco there, or bouquets of lilacs, or polished stones, or dice, or colorful fabrics—tributes to the night hunt that safeguarded the station. As far as I know, all offerings were ceremonial. The night hunt only takes from humans when something strikes their fancy.

A few of the tents near the edge of the waystation are still erect, whereas others farther in are half sunken. Banners and tarps are trampled into wet, slick ground. Everything gleams moist in the moonlight. Cages are cracked in the menagerie. Metal rivets and spindly supports are snapped and angular. Ruined stalls and booths push out of the wet landscape like bleached coral. I smell blood and gunpowder and witch’s brews. I still smell no bodies.

“I don’t see any survivors yet,” Jack announces from the bow, as the animals travel between the ruins. Their limbs slap, sopping, as we plunge into deeper slurry. Our wheels feel heavy.

“Obviously, I don’t hear any survivors,” a still-blindfolded Janet says.   

They both turn in my direction. “Maybe they all evacuated deeper into the waystation. Remember that trio of white buildings in the center? Maybe they all took shelter at the church.”

The mud rides halfway up the wheels of the ship now. The animals slow. The heavier ones sink up to their knees. Lighter animals, like the hound or fawn, struggle as they lose their footing. The frilled lizard with multiple tails is the only one that can navigate, carving S-shapes through the slick. They switch leads in a confused, wet shuffle so the lizard can take charge.

My ears catch a sound from the rear of the ship, and I leave Jack and Janet to investigate. I look out over the railing to the sluggish wake we leave. Our ship had picked up a length of green nylon fencing, and we now drag a load of trash and wet, muddy cardboard. The nylon catches wings of flapping plastic and a trail of cans. The cans rattle as we race through the muck, and the rattle echoes in the ruins of the waystation. A strange viscous bubbling starts in the mud around us.

I race to the front of the ship and call to Jack, “We need to stop. This is a bog.”

“A what?” Janet asks. Her eyelids flutter behind the blindfold, before she forces herself to relax. “Is that even possible? Wasn’t this the town?”

“Bogs and swamps migrate,” I tell her. “This one must have moved in after the attack.”

“Well . . . well, bogs aren’t all that dangerous on Earth. Just water pockets below ground,” Janet searches for words in the face of so much that is alien. “But you’re both going to tell me that’s not the case up here.”

“We need to turn around, Jack,” I say again.

Jack looks down at the lines of struggling animals. “It’s too late. The noisy cans attracted the bog’s attention. It’s moving beneath us, with us. Even if we turn around, it’ll follow us. We have to find higher ground. Don’t worry, Raja’s animals have navigated worse.”

“Not if we’re dragging weight,” I tell him. “We’re caught on netting. If we keep taking on trash, we’ll eventually be too heavy to move. We’ll be pulled down.”

Jack curses, and it’s so out of character I stare and Janet’s mouth drops open. “I’ll go lead the animals,” he says. “If we find higher ground before we pick up too much weight, it won’t matter.” He shows me the main lead, and explains how to stop the animals in emergencies. Then, he swings his legs over the side of the ship, and drops off into the bog.

Janet grips the railing, and listens. “Is Jack okay on his own? What’s that popping sound I hear?”

 “It’s some sort of bubbling in the mud,” I say.

A massive air pocket rises past us, quivering as it fills with yellow fumes. I feel a slow crawl of anxiety up my spine. The giant bubble ruptures. The sound of it dents into my eardrums and leaves me dizzy. Janet yelps and her hands reach for her face.

“Oh no,” I whisper.

It’s not just the bog that noticed us. Something lives in this bog. Something hunts with it.

Air hisses out from the mud, and the tenuous ground collapses beneath us. Mud sloshes up the side of the ship, past the lower windows. More bubbles. The air fills with rot and a smell like the heads of cold beer. The animals caterwaul as the mud floods up to their heads.   

Janet stumbles from the hitching deck, gripping the railing. “Tam,” she says.

“Stay right there,” I shout at her. I retrieve my dozing incubus from atop my crumpled jacket. Its wings are almost mended by now, and when it flies, I can feel the wind of it. “Can you give Jack a little light?” I ask.

My incubus shows me teeth, and then darts over the ship’s side into the dark. A hot yellow glow casts out. 

Ahead of us, Raja’s animals are up to their throats in the mud, arching their faces upward to breathe over the fumes of bog resin. Most doggedly push forward. One of the shorter animals—fawn-like, with spindly legs—panics, tugging sideways against its harness to escape. Jack is up to his shoulders next to it, trying to soothe it with a hand down its scaled neck. The fawn sinks up past its mouth, then its head and spiral horns, and it disappears. Jack looks up at me, stricken.

I watch him swim out to the edge of the harness and offer instructions to the animals in a language I don’t understand. I strum on the coldest thread from my chest and call my fox from its cooler. “Can you freeze the ground and keep us from sinking?”

My fox puts her paws on my knees, yawns, and then curls down to lick at her stomach. “I’m still hungry. Tigress never fed me enough.” She looks at me pointedly. I feel my arms and my thighs and wonder what I can reasonably give, and still reserve strength for what lays ahead of me.

“Tam.” Janet feels her way toward me. She presses close. Even now, there is a hint of humor in her, like that night at Angela’s when she asked—half serious—if I was seeing fairies. “We should tell the folks downstairs.”

“Miss Little said she’d only help us against Aunt Tigress. She doesn’t want to be disturbed.” I glance over the ship side again, picturing the airless dark beneath the bog. The bubbles line the bog surface like a trail of pearls, cushioned in yellow foam. The bubbles rupture, one by one, loosening the ground beneath us. My incubus swings infinity eights over the mud before its newly healed wing tires and it settles on the ship edge. The smell of the bog, the bleating of animals. Even the fear. It makes my knees weak and my heart noisy. I bite my lips. My fingers flex.

“Tam, I love you, but you’re really bad at this part. We don’t need you at the ship bow right now. Go help Jack. I know that’s what you want to do.” Janet leans up toward my ear. Her blindfold brushes my cheek. Her voice warms me down to my groin, and sends a tingle from the base of my neck down to my fingertips.

“All right,” I say. I slip my pants off and fold my shirt over my head. I unhook my bra and pause around my underwear.

“You’re more confident here,” Janet says. When I look up, Janet holds her blindfold up to her hairline. Her eyes focus on me. “You’re not nervous, even with humans like Jack and Raja around,” she says, wistful.

I half hide my chest before feeling ludicrous about it. “You’re not nauseated?”

“I’m just looking at you.” I see Janet staying abnormally still, so she wouldn’t see the world around us and be sick. She slides her hand down my arm, stirring raised hairs and goosebumps. Her voice is far away. “You’re always scared on Earth. Always hiding your eyes and slinking from room to room. You never felt safe. I always thought that was your problem, but . . . maybe it’s more complicated. Hey, Tam? Do you think humans can ever be safe? Can beings like you ever feel safe around us?”

I stare, open-mouthed.

Janet slips the blindfold back down over her eyes. “Thirty seconds. Fuck. Thought I could watch you mud wrestle animals while naked, but I’m getting dizzy again. Hey, should I tell Raja I need more drugs?”

I don’t understand humans—their fears or the turns of their mind—but this human, with her red hair and sharp clothing and powerful body, I love, even if she came to me under false pretenses. I lean forward and put my forehead against hers. I wonder, for a moment, about the smell of my breath, but press my lips to hers. “Humans can be safe too,” I agree.

Janet grins. “Maybe one day.”

I slip into the mud, which is slick and strangely warm, like the inside of something living. My thoughts, however, stay with that ship. When I look back up, in the glow of my incubus’s yellow light, I see Janet standing starboard. Her blue blindfold flutters. She looks small and sad beneath the canopy, and I don’t know why.

Everything around us is gone now, sunken. Only the tops of three buildings in the distance reach out of the bog, like futile promises of safety. I let the ship pull past me, and hitch my hand to the stern.

The ship’s caught wheel no longer turns, with green netting knotted a dozen times around the axle. I pull on the nylon strands, and all the knots pull tight into a stubborn, gnarled mass. My fingers lose their grip. I almost lose my footing and nearly drag behind the ship. Desperate, I glance up to make sure Janet cannot see me, and set my teeth to the nylon. The grime tastes bitter and rotten. I hold it to the back of my mouth, where my serrated teeth push past my human ones, crowding my sore mouth.

A moment later, the cans and nylon clatter away, released from the ship. The wheel still does not turn, but the weight is gone. I spit out the taste of plastic and trash into my palms, and swim through the muck toward the front of the ship.

“Tam?” Jack calls. He is up to his chin in the mud now, one hand in the mane of the striped bear powering the caravan line. “Can you unharness the dead animal?”

“Dead animal?” I echo, pushing myself through the thick to the column of beasts. Even knowing I’m there to help, the animals flinch at my touch. I feel along the reins to where the fawn had sunk below the surface. I reel the line back up to the air. I stiffen.

The fawn—with a reticulated tail and scales on its underbelly—is not drowned. It is half digested, with muscle fibers dripping off its hollow skeleton. I fumble with the harness, letting the carcass sink back below the surface. “What the . . .” I whisper, shaky. “What’s going on?”

Jack takes a pinch of pale powder from a side pouch, and tosses it ahead of us. I smell cinnamon and parsley on his fingers. He breathes in through his teeth. “Don’t freeze, Tam. Help me move the animals. It’s back.”

The mud tenses, tightens around me like bands of muscle. To our right, another bubble fills and expands skyward.

I gasp, “We need light.” My incubus swoops down to hover above me. Its color turns from yellow to a sick bile green as my nerves take over. I take the leading lizard by her reins. She hisses at me, but I tug her sharply forward and expose my own teeth until she listens.

Jack’s powders leave a trail of off-white residue. The trail leads diagonally away from us, against the wind and the movements of the mud. “Follow the powder trail,” Jack says. “We need to speed up.”

The mud beneath me moves. Something slippery brushes the bottoms of my feet, undulating. I smell something rancid, as if from the gut of a dead bird. Behind us, the air pocket inflates to a menacing size, then bursts.

The rupture of the bubble sounds like a gunshot. My ears ring and I grip a palm to my head. The line of animals screams out and veers to one side. Two fall, and the mud swallows them. Sprays, as the downed animals struggle. I jerk hard on the reins and blink through the mud in my eyes. Up above, Janet shouts something I don’t catch in the frenzy. The ship begins to sink, riding too low to easily pull. The animals strain, eyes rolling back in their heads.

“Don’t panic,” Jack says, just loud enough for all the animals to hear. “Long, confident strokes. We’re heading for solid ground.” I gesture for my incubus to land safely somewhere. Each step in that mud is heavy, as we move slowly toward the center of the waystation and what we hope is solid land.
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JAWS OF DANGER

虎穴得子

Janet strains her ears in the pitch black behind her blindfold, but the sounds she catches—the squelching mud and the loud pops of air bubbles—echo oddly in this dimension. She feels sick again. Her hand goes down to her stomach. Even her own body feels odd here.

“Fuck it,” she mutters, and stands shakily. She feels her way along the ship railings, toward the stairs that lead below deck. She stands at the top of the stairs and feels the drop with her foot.

“Raja?” she calls. “Miss Little? They could use a hand out here.”

There is no answer. Janet feels forward with both hands. The air feels different in the stairwell. Hotter, and tingling. There is a smell like gasoline.

“I’m coming down,” she warns. “You told us not to, but I can’t just wait while Tam and Jack are in danger.”

She takes a step, and then another. From a long way ahead of her, she hears a sound like a woman laughing. The heat below overwhelms, and reeks of sulfur and smoke. One more step, and she feels something pointed and sharp press against the base of her throat. She freezes, then continues.

Another step, and the pressure at her throat cuts skin. Warm blood crawls down her front. There is a blade at her throat, she knows. She swallows, and the action stings. “Raja,” she says, “Miss Little. I don’t know how demons work, but are you really going to let Tam and Jack die? Because that fucking sucks. That’s what assholes do.”

She clenches her fists and takes one more step, half expecting the unseen blade to puncture her throat. A small, cold hand grabs her arm and pulls her back up the stairs. The hand is too small to be either Raja’s or Miss Little’s. It isn’t Jack’s rough, dry hands. It certainly isn’t Tam’s. “Who are you?” Janet asks. “Who’s there?”

A voice remarkably like Tam’s says, “Don’t go down.”

“Fox?” Janet guesses. She doesn’t smell the rotting fox over the overwhelming odors wafting up from below deck. “If you can’t help Tam, you’re useless to me. Get out of my way.”

A brush of fur against her ankles. “Tam would be sad,” the voice says. “Please.”

From below, a rustle. A chuckle, low and reluctant. Raja’s voice. “Calling me out for nippers like this. Can you believe these selfish, coddled kids?”

The sensation of the sword at her throat is gone. Janet feels the man stride past her on the stairs. The smell of gasoline and fire clings to him. Janet swerves on her heels and follows the smell and sounds of Raja ascending to the deck. The fox is right at her heels. She touches the ooze of blood at her throat. “Yes, well,” she says flatly. “That’s our generation, isn’t it? If we all live through this, I’ll send you a fucking edible arrangement.”

• • •

The line heaves forward. A calf’s head breaks through the mud and brays. The sound is desperate.

“Fox!” I call, because in my panic, I am willing to pay anything. “Fox, help me!”

“I wouldn’t call on your fox just yet.” A voice interrupts dryly. Raja appears on the deck. I catch a whiff of red iron beneath his white thobe, and sweat across his brow. Beside him, Janet feels her way along the ship railings and adjusts her blindfold.

“Raja! There’s something in the mud with us!” I shout.

And then Raja comes over the railing as well. He swims for the largest bubble, which inflates dangerously close to the ship. He unsheathes something, and disappears under the mud.

“Don’t be distracted,” Jack tells me. “Keep the animals moving.”

My head snaps forward. My incubus darts into my hair and hides. Behind us, the mud grows hot. The animals, well trained as they are, struggle on despite their panic. Even when the swamp begins to percolate, as if boiling, they focus on the trek forward. I lead them a dozen steps, and then another ten, and realize the ground is more reliable beneath me. I follow the blurry shape of Jack in front of me.

The slanted steeple of the church looms over us. The roofs of the buildings form small patches of metal islands, rising a meter or so from all the stretches of the bog. 

The lizard slaps its multiple tails against the bog surface, and launches onto the metal platform. Its lead pulls taut. It strains, and pulls on its fellow animals. The bear scrabbles clumsily up behind it. Then the canid-weasel, dragging its long, ropey tongue across the mud. The enormous rabbit requires all the other animals pulling, and Jack and I pushing behind it, to climb up. Its bulk dents the metal rooftop.

Collectively, the animals pull the ship onto the church roof, until all four wheels are solidly out of the bog. The animals collapse. Their chests heave against their buckling knees. A few lay their cheeks and horns against the ground. Others nurse acid-burned legs and backends.

Only after that, do Jack and I help each other up onto the metal roof of the waystation church. Our footsteps clang, echoing hollow through the building. A sound from far below me catches my attention, before I am distracted.

My legs hurt. The mud burns.

The mud is built up between my legs, leaving searing lumps in my underwear. I drop to my knees—two clangs—and wipe at the mud balled around my legs. Jack holds out a moment longer than I do, before he sits heavily on the metal roof. I wipe at my legs. I am breathless, my heart pounds, and I still hear shrill adrenalin in my ears. Beneath handfuls of brown, my legs are acid-burnt, with the skin flayed open. My palms too, ache as sores spread across them.

I hiss through my teeth at the sight of all the open wounds down my legs. “I didn’t feel anything,” I whisper. “I don’t feel any pain. And Raja’s fighting the creature that did this?”

“This is how a witherot hunts. And we don’t have to worry about Raja. Raja is . . . he’s always okay,” Jack says, looking out over the foamy bog. He lifts his eyes up to the ship. “Janet? There’s a first aid kit by the stairs. Could you grab it?”

The first aid kit is an older model, and the white metal clatters as Janet tows it. She lifts her blindfold briefly to so she can climb down from the ship bow. Her runners echo across the metal church roof.

Something scurries in the hollow interior of the buried building, right under our feet. I look up at Jack, but he doesn’t seem to have heard anything.

Janet drops the first aid kit near us and quickly slips her blindfold back on. Her nausea is back in full force. She squats, and puts her head between her knees. “Tam,” she says between dry heaving, “What happened?”

“I’m all right,” I tell her, wiping my hand on the cleanest part of the roof I can find before reaching out to hold her hair out of her face. “We’re out of the mud. We’re safe.”

Janet’s breathes unsteadily, fingers lingering at the edge of her blindfold. She listens as Jack and I dig into the kit she brought. We wash the mud and our acid-burned legs with disinfectant sprays and wet naps, and cover the exposed skin with clean gauze.

“What happened?” Janet asks again, quietly. “It wasn’t just a bog, was it?”

“We think it’s a witherot,” I tell her as I dress. “Sometimes they’re chased to the surface by seismic changes. I’ve only ever seen hand-drawn pictures in Father’s old books. I never thought I’d see a real one.” I want to share all this with Janet—the little facts I half remember about ancient predators and dangers but I wince as my hands pass over a particularly red acid sore. 

Janet rests her forehead on her knees. Her voice sounds subdued. “Jack, what, exactly, is a witherot?”

Jack finds the words I don’t. “They look like . . . enormous sea cucumbers with long proboscises. They infect quicksand or swamps, burrow at the bottom, with proboscis pointing straight up. They blow and release air from the sinkholes so their prey sinks. And then they eject out their innards, digest their prey with their stomach acid, and pull the lot of it into their bodies again.”

“Gross,” Janet says, shuddering. She heaves and breathes until her body uncurls, and then she slumps on the metal rooftop. “The sounds and smells aren’t as dizzying anymore. Sounds like you two are in way worse conditions. Maybe tomorrow I can take the blindfold off.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I say.

I don’t miss the downturn of Janet’s mouth.

After we dress our acid burns, I fetch a bucket of soapy water. Jack untethers the animals, soothes them, and dresses their wounds. He peels white, dead skin off the lizard’s belly. He washes through the animal burns and cleans off the mud. The beasts protest alcohol dressings, but are too well-trained to retaliate.

Our injuries leave us cold and weak, despite the intensely warm white light brought by the corsair moon. I ask my fox and incubus to roll bundles of wood and kindling from the deck. We retrieve crates of gear. The crates begins to slip down the slanted roof toward the mud, until Janet sits, braced against them. I sit nearby, and ask softly about the cut on her throat.

“Price of negotiation,” Janet tells me. She doesn’t elaborate, and I don’t press.

As I build a tent of logs for a fire, Janet asks me, “Where are we? On the roof of something?”

“It is a church,” I tell her. I light the fire by blowing a name into its heart. Fire crawls up the dark bark and into the kindling there. “We’re on its roof. That’s why the ground is slanted. This was the building at the center of the waystation. Nothing else is left. All the other buildings were swallowed up by the bog. There are no survivors here, and I don’t smell Aunt Tigress anywhere.” A sniffle enters my voice. 

“There will be clues,” Janet assures me, sitting there blind on the rooftop, surrounded by strangeness. “We’ll pick up her trail, I’m sure.”   

Janet helps prepare food as best as she can, feeling her way across our inventories and pulling buns and packages of frankfurters out and lining them next to her. I look over at Jack, still tending to the animals.

Neither of them heard the movements from inside the church. And they’re both occupied.

I climb up the slanted roof toward the church steeple with its decorative windows, their glass marbled and frosted with intricate patterns. I peer through. With the warm white light from the moon sharpening my eyes, I see slabs of wood crisscrossing the inside of the steeple, like someone blockaded the church from within. I angle my eyes until I find a gap between the wood slabs.

And there, I see a single bloodshot eye, staring out of the window at us. It blinks half-rotted eyelids.

I flinch back and breathe deeply to soothe my nerves. I run my hand along the rippled glass. Whatever is inside the steeple can’t get out. It’s blockaded itself in. We’re in no immediate danger. 

I contemplate saying nothing. If I tell the others, Janet will assume there are survivors in need of help, just like she did the first time the witch tree attacked us in Aunt Tigress’s home. Jack might agree with her. They’re smart enough to recognize the risk, but they’d put themselves in danger regardless.

I look back over my shoulder, and see Janet sitting by the crates, her blindfolded face somehow turned toward me. She is struggling with a package of frankfurters. My breath catches. Humans can be safe, I had told her. I should trust my humans more.

“Janet, and Jack,” I say. Janet doesn’t move, though she sets the unopened package of dinner aside. Jack looks up.

“These windows are boarded up from the inside.” I carefully lift my hands away from the steeple’s stained glass. “And when we first climbed up, I thought I heard sounds below us. I just checked the steeple, and I saw something. There’s someone still inside. But they’re just watching us.”

“Trapped survivors?” Janet asks, as I knew she would.

Thankfully, this time, Jack is on my side. He leaves the animals for a moment and comes to look into the steeple window with me. The watcher inside is gone, leaving utter darkness. Jack looks for a while before stepping back.

“Whoever is inside obviously heard us,” Jack says. “If they’re survivors, and well enough to move around the building, why haven’t they called out for help? Why haven’t they pounded on the walls to get our attention? Why did they just watch us?”

“Maybe they’re scared of us. They might be traumatized.” Janet frowns.

Jack and I look at each other. I descend the slope ungracefully and take the stubborn package of frankfurters from Janet. I split the package with my teeth. I raise my arms and send the scent of uncooked meat wafting over the steeple and the metal rooftop. 

Almost immediately, in response the smell of meat, a shrill scream—like that of a boiling kettle—sounds from beneath us, echoing up the steeple tower. The sound barely resembles a human voice. It grows in volume, in shrillness, until Janet goes pale.

We hear multiple footsteps echo up the steeple. A pounding on the boarded windows, and the heavy sounds of something throwing itself against the walls there. Raja’s animals cry out, alarmed. Jack steps back from the steeple, and joins us by the fire. Quickly, he searches his pockets for muddy handfuls of powders and medicines. He throws something across the flames, and the smell of our sausages is obscured by the smell of burning resin and asphalt.

The monstrous screams from the church grow quiet. The creatures in the steeple pound on the wooden planks and walls a few more times. We hear a growl, and then the footsteps of something slinking back down the steeple to the church beneath us. I tell Janet, “I don’t think those are survivors.”

• • •

After reassuring Janet that the rooftops are secure, that the creatures inside the church can’t get out, we build our fire higher. The frankfurters taste as expected, smothered with condiments and resting on smoked buns, but the smell of whatever Jack put into the fire turns my stomach. I am happy when the last of the food disappears and the embers burn down. We douse the warm logs, and I drink from a pitcher of lukewarm and very average tea to clear the residual scents from my nose.

We leave plates of dinner for Raja and Miss Little by the crates.

Raja emerges from the swamp as we clean up. He clatters onto the metal roof, trailing long slimy fistfuls of mud. Over one shoulder, he drags the midsection of an enormous fleshy worm. He drags, and drags, and by the time he reaches us, the worm is a stringy mass leading back into the bog. There seems to be no end to it. The bog peels back to reveal pale worm flesh. Nearby, a thin silver proboscis slides out into the sky. Eventually, the head of the worm leaves the bog with a slurp. Almost immediately the swampy water starts receding, becoming diluted.

Raja drops the worm’s head onto the roof.

Jack scuttles over to give him a towel. “Are you all right?”

“It was just a witherot.” Raja rolls his eyes. “It’s not exactly a challenge.” Jack swallows, and squats to inspect the massive creature, now just folds of wrinkled flesh and skin, like muddy laundry or a dead tapeworm.

“Thank you for your help, Mr. Raja Little.” Janet drawls, not moving from her crate. She is higher up the metal roof, so even though she is sitting, she is nearly as tall as Raja. My fox growls at Janet’s sarcasm, all the gray bristles on her back standing. Janet ignores the fox and continues, “You and Miss Little sent us here for clues, but the trail’s gone cold. We’re surrounded by bog and there’s some sort of screaming creature prowling about under us. What should we do next?”

Raja looks at the sad little encampment we set up, and his narrowed gaze slides up the steeple window. Instead of answering Janet, he looks down at the carcass of the worm. “Jack, did you know it was a witherot?”

“I guessed,” Jack says. He inspects the worm and doesn’t look up.

Raja says, “Witherots and their bogs are mutually dependent. Now that the worm is dead, the bog will dry up in a few days. I think we’ll be able to leave by tomorrow.”

“The animals will probably be recovered enough by then, too,” Jack agrees.

Janet opens her mouth, but I press a finger against her lips.

“How did I kill this witherot, Jack?” Raja asks. “Can you tell?”

Jack presses his thumbs on the witherot’s skull-less head, pressing into the fleshy, sightless eyes and where the long cartilage proboscis is attached. He says, “You found the largest air bubble, and felt around until you found its proboscis. The witherot spews acid from its backend, so you were safe. You climbed down the proboscis. You cut this spot, right above the proboscis attachment, where its brain is.”

“And then, because I was quick enough, I climbed the proboscis back up,” Raja finishes. He wipes the last of the mud off his face and arms. “If you knew all that, Jack, why didn’t you kill it yourself? I taught you how.”

Jack doesn’t answer.

Despite his words, Raja’s voice is not accusatory. It is surprisingly light. “You didn’t go because there was no light under the bog. There was no air. The witherot was trying to digest you, and all that was terrifying. I know. But Jack, sometimes you have to dive right into those dark places. Right into the jaws of danger, because sometimes that’s how you win.”

Jack stands very slowly. “Maybe I just didn’t want to kill anything.”

Raja snorts. “Right. So you got one of mine killed instead.” He strips off the muddy outer layer of his thobe. He leaves Jack at the edge of the metal roof and heads toward his animals.

“Hey,” Janet raises her voice when Raja strides past. “Jack did everything right. He’s only, like, seventeen. You can’t blame him for not killing the monster when all you’ve done is sit under the deck and . . . do whatever it is you were doing with Miss Little. It’s still ludicrous that you didn’t come out when we almost sank.”

Raja says simply, “I didn’t come out because the three of you should have handled it. You failed.”

Janet sounds like she’s swallowed a bee. “We need to be allowed to fail.” She points to where Jack’s voice last sounded. Her finger is slightly off, because Jack has trailed behind Raja up toward the animals. “Your kid is seventeen. How are you so willing to put him in danger?”

Raja sneers. “The only thing in danger was his worthless sentiment. I taught him better than that, and over the last few years, he was given every resource and opportunity to become proficient at all of this. So, if he wants to put all of you in danger to honor some vague, half-baked morality about not killing things, that’s his problem.”

Jack lifts his tired eyes to Raja. “They’re not worthless sentiments.”

“They are worthless.” Raja digs into the crates by the ship. He measures quantities of herbs I don’t recognize and deposits the mixture in clear plastic bags. He dusts his animals with them. When he speaks, his voice is not cruel. “Because you’ve already decided your path, just like I have.”

A vague line I don’t understand, but Jack obviously does. Standing next to Raja, Jack puts a hand over his face to hide his expression. I smell a whiff of red, as he chews on his bottom lip and breaks skin. “You’ve decided to be on her side, Raja,” he says, and his voice is very small from across the rooftop. “Even though she can never be your wife? Even though you know what she did to me?”

“Yes,” Raja says. “I care about her. Only her. I don’t have time to be sorry about what I did or didn’t do for anyone else. I am her husband. If I’m not on her side, entirely on her side, then who is?” The wretchedness of his words seems out of place in such a powerful man. “It doesn’t matter what she is, or what she does. What matters is what I do, and what I choose. And I chose her. Just like you chose her.”

There is nothing the three of us can say after that. 

Despite his proclamations about how only Miss Little matters, Raja checks on Janet’s stock of teas and inspects our injuries. He treats his animals for several hours. It is very dark by the time he rejoins Miss Little in the hull. Jack doesn’t speak again for the rest of the night. And after we extinguish the rooftop fire, he picks up a stack of crates and climbs back onto the ship. I hear him unroll his swag and crawl into it, lowering the rain flap over his head.

• • •

Later that night, I wake when Janet unzips my swag and slips in so our bodies are pressed against each other. She smells warm, with a hint of saltiness from the bog. I tuck my arms against my body and hope I don’t smell. “Janet?”

“Good, it is you,” a blindfolded Janet says. “Otherwise, that would’ve been quite embarrassing. Cover our heads, will you?”

I zip the swag up around us. It is tight, with both of us in that confined space. Our arms tangle and the fabric is tight around our hips. I reach over my head and fold the canvas flap down over us. Janet twists the handle of a flashlight and lights up a small, green-tinged world between us. She brings steady fingers to her blindfold, hesitates for a moment, and lifts it. Her eyes are red and squinted underneath.

“Hi,” I say.

She smiles a smile that isn’t quite Janet. “Hi.”

We lace our fingers. My hands are warmer than hers. I let my eyes half-close to savor her scent. The closeness makes my eyes sting.

“Are you scared of the things in the church, Janet? Don’t worry, they’re—”

“Tam,” she says, eyes on mine, and on my nose and mouth and chin. “Tell me more about this place.”

“Jack explains it better than I do.”

“Tam.” Janet leans forward so our foreheads and noses press together. “I don’t like the way this place makes me feel. I can’t master it or understand it. I don’t even know if I believe it.”

“If you’re scared, Janet, that’s normal. Everyone’s scared of the unknown.”

“Tam, if you ever see me scared or nervous,” Janet whispers, “it’s not me. I made a promise when my mom got sick to never be scared again.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Tam, help me.”

I put my hands on her back, and shift until the confining swag is more comfortable. It takes me some time to find the right words. “Father used to say our world is like the skin and hair and eyes of a person, but there’s more to people than what’s on the outside, or even the sum of their anatomies. Same with landscapes.”

Janet shows teeth, mirthless. “This in-between place is the soul of the land, then?”

“I don’t really believe in souls.”

“We found a ghost in your aunt’s fake body,” Janet points out. “How can you possibly not believe in souls?”

I reach up to push hair out of her face. “An object exists across three dimensions, right? But most objects, and people, also exist across a dozen other dimensions and realms, depending on their mass and physics. We don’t know what shape we take across those dimensions. In our world, we are flesh and blood. In some worlds, we are stories, and others, a flicker of shadows across a cave wall. In some worlds, maybe we’re a sea of starlight, and our memories trigger pulsars or shooting stars.”

For the first time that evening, Janet’s lips turn up. “See? You’re amazing at this. I gotta remember that one.”

I hesitate. I don’t read humans well, so I have to ask, “What happened today, between Jack and Raja. Will they be all right?”

Janet blows hair out of her face. “I doubt it. Also, Jack’s been weird since he got here. He’s lost in his own thoughts, and when he’s talking to us, you can tell he’s forcing himself to sound normal. Honestly, it’s throwing off our whole dynamic.”

I frown.

“He’s grieving, I think. We don’t really know much about him at all, do we? Or about Raja and Miss Little.” Janet turns on her back, sliding our joined hands across her chest. I feel the softness beneath her clothes there. “Think we should pry?”

I picture Jack in his too-large coat, alone in the dark of another world, even though his swag is within arm’s reach. I nod, and shuffle forward to put my head against the nook of Janet’s shoulder. “Not tonight.”

“What should we do about Tigress?” Janet murmurs. “There’s nothing left here. She’s destroyed everything and left nothing but this church and the screaming things inside. You can’t smell any residual sign of her? How do we find her now?”

I put a hand on her worried, wandering mouth. The mud. The acid-blisters. The too-much-ness of the weeks since Aunt Tigress’s death. I hold Janet close. Not tonight.
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RAJA AND THE DEMON

邪魔外道

魔神的故事

Untold years ago, a demon lived in the mountain of Adam, who was as beautiful and fiery as the desert winds.

Raja’s mother told him stories of this semum demon. How tall she was, and how savage! When the gulf was full of fish, they said the demon swam in the waters with the dolphins and warmed the sands with her belly. When desiccating, poisonous storms blew scalding and astringent from the mountains, they said the demon was laughing in that wind.

And if Raja wasn’t good, the demon would claim him for her own.

Not even that threat made Raja behave.

Raja’s mother owned seven goats: a fortune, for a widow. This fortune would’ve made her popular in the village, except everyone knew what her five-year-old boy did to his father. They whispered about the boy, about his massive hands and hunkered frame, and because it was a village where other children were starved and skinny, they feared him.

Raja’s mother quickly learned not to take her boy to Friday prayers. Instead, they milked the goats by themselves on Fridays—which, inevitably, made them heathens. In winters, they studded the two males, and in following springs, bleating kids followed Raja through the village. Sometimes, Raja squatted outside the local classroom where four students—one as old as sixteen—learned to speak English and write Arabic. In summer, his mother sold the kids to neighbors. Raja had no father he could remember, but he nicknamed the oldest stud goat “Baba.”

As a boy, Raja ran the goats out onto the plateaus, hit their ears with sprigs of leaves when they tried to eat neighbors’ crops, and brought them home in red sunsets. From afar, the mothers of the village herded their children indoors when they saw him. Alone, Raja played and worked and dreamed of a demon as tall as mountains. Everyone said he wasn’t good, so he knew that one day, he might meet a demon.

• • •

Everyone grew poorer equally. Fish dwindled in the Persian seas. Goats were worth less after oil filled the cities with trees and white condominiums. Still, Raja’s mother owned seven goats. And despite Raja’s size, he was only eight. Perhaps that was why they were eventually robbed.

Three men came into town one night and asked to buy their best goat. They wanted to take Baba, but Raja wailed and threw rocks until his mother promised not to deal. One rock hit the biggest man on the knee. The three men looked at each other and left. They returned that night and killed six of their goats. They took Baba away into the mountains.

Raja took a plastic water bottle and his good shoes and followed. He was shorter, slower, but he knew the trails above the village, where shelves of rocks cascaded into the gulf. He followed Baba’s tracks in the sand, the marks in rocks, and the shrubs Baba liked to etch with his itchy left horn. Raja followed them to where a small stream with no source fed a valley of three old acacia trees hidden by outcrops of stone. Lichen scrawled across the banks, and finger fish nibbled at his good shoes. The bottom of the stream, beneath silt, looked like crystals. Raja had never seen so much green outside of Muscat, where generations of princes threw water and money into the ground.

The men tied Baba to the bank and made a camp without fire. They ate tinned fish and made lewd jokes Raja did not understand. Raja, crouched and quiet, hid across the water and ate the last of the cookies he brought from home. If all the men slept, he thought, he would untie Baba and bring him home.

That night an enormous glass python rose from the bank and consumed Baba in two gulps. Content, the python left the valley and the men snuck after it. Raja cried most of that night but eventually followed. He crossed vast sands to where heat and fire spilled plumes of glass, and crystals stretched skyward. There, after the glass python vanished into an unmarked mountainside, the men found a cave and crawled in. Raja waited outside until they emerged satiated, packs laden with newfound riches.

Raja would have followed the men except he heard weeping. A girl’s voice, like the girls from his village he wasn’t allowed to talk to. Raja thought the girl might be in trouble, so he crawled in like the men did. Even though it was night, as he crawled deeper into the earth, the air grew warmer.

At the bottom of that snaking cavern was a girl with uncovered hair, a few years older than Raja, maybe. Her skin was much darker than Raja’s and her legs were bound with cloth. The girl cried so hard she hiccupped, and there was nothing artful about her tears or snot. Perhaps that was why Raja sat down next to her, looked at the ground between his feet, and waited for the sobs to subside. Eventually, he found the girl looking up at him through dirty bangs.

“Tears didn’t work?” the demon asked, puffy-eyed but curious.

“No. Why would I feel sorry for an ugly demon?” The demon didn’t react to his insult, unlike the children in town. Raja looked at her red, upturned nose and the tear tracks down her face.

The demon twisted to sit against the wall, letting her colorful robe down to disguise her bound legs. “They’ve called me many things. Child of Iblis, child of light. I was once in Mecca, where they brought me beautiful things, and a man cut me in two. When that did not kill me, they sealed me here.”

Raja slipped his mother’s knife from his pocket. “Can I try?”

The demon watched Raja approach and try to cut at her bonds with his little knife. The blade slid across white, and when Raja thought he’d severed a single thread, layers of interwoven textiles knitted back together, thicker and stronger. No matter how Raja cut, the fabric wound tighter, digging into the demon’s legs until her flesh was red.

She held up a hand. “No. Stop.” Raja put the knife away, but the demon wasn’t looking at him. She looked up over their heads, where four crystalline fangs arched. A glass python curled on the ceiling of the cave, clung to shadows. Hearing the demon, the glass python eased its jaws closed and slid down so its massive face rested against the demon’s side.

Raja realized his hands were shaking. He wanted his mother. He no longer looked at the demon. He couldn’t keep his eyes off the glint of glass scales and the massive python. “Your python didn’t eat the men from earlier,” he pointed out. “Why would it want to eat me? Is it stupid?”

“The pigs didn’t ask for anything I couldn’t give,” the demon said. “You, I’m not so sure.”

Raja clenched his fists and put them in his lap. “I want Baba back. My goat. Your python ate him. You need to pay me back.”

The demon did not laugh at him, as some girls from the village did. The corners of her small lips did quirk up, though. She ran a hand along her python’s cool scales, along ridges and stained-glass patterns. There was gentleness there, so whenever Raja pictured their first meeting, the demon was someone who loved, and was loved. “I can’t bring the dead back to life,” the demon said. “Not even goats.”

Raja wrinkled his nose very hard so he did not cry again. He didn’t like crying in front of other kids. “Money, then.” He was very proud that his voice did not shake. “For my mother.”

The demon of Adam smiled, bright like a fire. “I can do that,” she said. “Check outside, on the ridge.”

Raja checked. North of the mountain ridge, he found the men who killed his family’s goats. They looked burnt, with their hands and feet twisted several times. Their clothes, fortunately, were intact. In the pockets of two of the men, Raja found money clips and wallets. He left the credit cards and somehow returned to civilization with nearly five thousand rials—not enough for seven goats, but it did make Raja’s mother cry when he came home with four newly purchased ewes. As well as Raja’s newfound ability to see a world others could not. 

• • •

Raja was fourteen before he finally found his way back to the demon of Adam. He memorized the way back this time, and planted three acacia seeds near the unmarked cave. He ducked to fit his much larger body through the narrow cavern. He heard his heartbeat echo in that space, and years later, could recall the cool, damp earth beneath his palms and the twinkle of glass scales echo from deeper in the cave.

The demon was a pubescent girl then, her arms adorned with bracelets. She dressed even more colorfully. Whatever she wore, the white bindings down her legs remained, snaking out from beneath her skirt. Now that Raja was older, he noticed the raw red of her skin left by the binding—crisscrossing old scars and the gray bone exposed around her ankles where centuries of imprisonment whittled away her flesh. The demon was perched against a cave wall, eyes closed. “I didn’t think you’d come back,” she told Raja.

Raja shrugged. “You’re not good at being a demon, are you? You’re trapped here, and you’re not famous. I wouldn’t have found you again except I overheard some visiting exorcists mention a glass python. I pulled them into an alley and broke the arms of two of them before they showed me on a map.”

The demon’s eyes gleamed at the mention of exorcists. “Now that you’ve found me . . .” She folded her arms. “What would you like in return?”

“My name is Raja,” Raja offered.

The demon’s grin turned malicious. “Was the money everything you wanted?”

“I bought goats with it before I returned to the village,” Raja said. “I heard all the men who sold me the ewes died the next year, but my mother was happy. If you wanted to harm me, it was a poor attempt.” He sat across the cave from the demon, scanning his surroundings for python attacks.

Perhaps sensing Raja’s intention for a longer stay, the demon crossed her legs and folded her arms in her lap. “Why have you been attacking exorcists?” she asked.

Raja told her about the school of rust fish that climbed out of the Persian Gulf and took over their village, and how he’d taken a torch at night and chased them back into the water. He spoke of a rich man who realized Raja could see the supernatural and paid him five rials a day to sell specialized books at twilight, or hunt down long-limbed desert spiders for their silks. Once, a blind woman from the city paid him to kill a phantom following her granddaughter around, which left Raja with a gash in his thigh, a dead body, and six months of incarceration before the rich man found him. Those months left marks on Raja’s body: marks his mother cried over. Sometimes he woke up sweaty and yelling hoarsely. Afterward, the village rich man made increasingly risky requests for fewer and fewer rials, threatening to send him back to prison if he ever failed.

The demon listened seriously, before waving her hand. “If I cared about your welfare, I’d wonder if you’re being taken advantage of because you don’t have a powerful patron. I might even suggest you sell your services to two particular old families in the area. But since I don’t care for you, I’d settle for asking if you came to me just to complain about your life?”

Raja unsheathed a serrated blade—salted and prayed over by prophets. “I want to try this again.”

“This isn’t cloth,” the demon said softly. “This is a curse.” 

Raja brandished the blade. The demon didn’t move or make any gesture of openness. Still, Raja sidled closer and tested his small knife against her curse, but along the seams this time, like he’d learned from roping ghosts and sealing djinn in pickling jars. He worked from the outside, shaving away at the bindings across the demon’s small feet. This time, the fabric gave easily enough, unraveling in spindles. Raja had a moment of elation, could feel his pulse race and something warm expand in his chest, before the split strands of white dug in again, carving into flesh this time.

The demon didn’t seem to register pain. Raja slowly lifted his knife away and flung it to the far side of the cave. He swore, and when that felt inadequate, he crawled out of the cave and shouted at the sky until he sent skitters and bone-borer worms deep into the ground. He returned to the demon a moment later.

“What is your curse?” he asked.

Of course, the demon did not answer him. So, Raja returned every Sunday and Friday. He brought the demon a mattress, calendar and clock, fake flowers, and other beautiful things. In exchange, the demon taught him advanced arithmetics, the languages of princes, and talked him through the politics of old families. When he became a man, the demon directed him north into the channel, where a capsized ship spilled cargo against the rocky inlet—hulls filled with old coins and crates of precious metals. After all the goats grew old and were sold, Raja set his mother up in the city with the contents of that ship. Eventually, when Raja ventured into the desert, he was accompanied by an enormous python of shimmering glass.

Raja earned a name for himself in certain circles. He had large hands and a hunkered frame, they whispered, and threw his weight like a man possessed by demons. He was smart as well, they said. He could read Arabic and French and English and Chinese, made deals with old families and lords. He peddled in misfortune for those who cheated him, and had no kind word for anyone other than family or small animals. Raja didn’t care for anyone’s opinions but the demon’s.

On his twenty-third birthday, the demon slept with Raja for the first time. He assumed he wasn’t good, because she left burns all down his thighs and up the plateaus of his stomach. At twenty-five, he finally managed to cut through the white sashes bound around her legs. Sex got better. He offered the demon a ring, only to be told she was already married, or could not ever be married—he wasn’t quite clear on that. He spent a week hunting down a dying old one and skinning it to (damn him) make the demon even more beautiful things.

At thirty, Raja woke on their mattress in the cave. He looked up and found the demon wide-eyed, cheek against his hair. She was taller at night and smelled like smoke or a deep basin of green water. “I’ve been researching your curse,” he said, and his breath fogged in the humid air. The demon climbed up to perch over him. Her eyes glowed as she waited, and the branches in her hair resembled thorns. Smoke laced along the sand. “I have a theory.”

“Go on,” the demon whispered.

“You weren’t always a cautionary tale. They worshipped you, once.” The demon’s touch scalded his chest. Around him, he heard the glass python rattle. “But someone destroyed your temple and cut off your head. You’re scared. Even with the cloth bonds removed, you don’t have the power or the confidence to leave this cave.”

“Is that what you were thinking tonight?” The demon lowered her lashes and trailed a claw down his shoulder. “Did I seem lacking in confidence?” The demon said this easily, but something in her voice made it sound like a warning. She arched like a hook over Raja, and her hands were hot against his skin.

“Come with me,” Raja said quietly. He lay unmoving in the sand, still and at ease beneath her claws. “Whatever others have done, I will undo.”

“It was a military commander who cut me down. A great warrior—” the demon started.

“Then I will surpass that warrior!” Raja interrupted, and for the first time, the demon looked stunned. His hands reached up to cup her face. “So come with me. Come look at something.”

With much needling, Raja convinced the demon to walk away from the cave mouth, to the hill just beyond.

When she gazed upon the full ten meters of the three acacia trees, with their massive canopies intertwined and covering half a sky of stars, the demon cried. Tears steamed off her burnt face, smoke feathering into the night. She put her forehead against Raja’s chest.

“I know demons cannot marry,” he said. “I know that you’re promised to your progenitor. But I am not spoken for. I promise to love you, serve you, and bring you beautiful things from as far as a mortal can reach.” Raja made a promise to the demon that night. “In return, you promise to laugh, to walk out of this cave, to rule and manipulate and torment mortals. You promise to always stand taller than any man.”

The demon let him knot a string of red yarn around her ring finger. She held Raja against her a moment longer, and then, slowly, carefully, unfolded both hands from her chest. Between her palms was a small, sputtering flame—her first in a very long time.

And that is how, after millennia of imprisonment, Raja married the demon of Adam and they walked away from that cave in the desert, beneath a crown of three burning trees.

終
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HIS MOTHER’S SON

母難之日

遺失的故事

Jack spent ten years contracted to Miss Little.

When he wasn’t digitizing files, cleaning apartments, or helping out at the office, carting coffees and vending teas and photocopying double-sided documents, he liked silence. On his days off, he searched the city for quiet places, found a bench or rock or tree to lean against, and listened. Most of the time, all he heard was stillness and the sounds of the city. Sometimes he heard his mother’s voice in the chatter of leaves, or in the wakes left by skimming dragonflies, or in the whispered secrets of adventuring children. She called his name—not Jack Little, the name on his learner’s license and Alberta Health card, not even the baby name he was born to, but a name just for them, a name he earned and made his own—and sometimes he could almost remember it.

Afterward, he always returned to Miss Little’s home, to the opulent corner apartment in view of Calgary Tower and the river. He shut himself in his room and used a highlighter to scribble on a map of Calgary. He kept a record of all the places where he heard his mother’s voice, hoping to piece together all the fragments of her into something he could hold onto.

But try as he might, he couldn’t remember what happened for a long time.

When his mother disappeared, she did so completely, taking all important memories with her. He didn’t remember her name, her face, or her voice. He didn’t remember the address where they lived. He thought whatever disappeared his mother tore a small crack in reality just big enough for a child to fall through.

So, he kept a map of places he’d heard his mother, and a journal of half-remembered things. Slowly, over the course of ten years, as his contract with Miss Little counted down, he reassembled their last few days together.

• • •

His mother was a storyteller, he finally remembered. She was important in the community, because on weekends, they would drive east to the Nation and his mother would share what she knew with families, and families of families, and was taught in return. He’d heard most of Mother’s stories already, so during these sessions, he remained in quiet corners with hefty science fiction from his school library. Or he went out with the other kids and a well-loved soccer ball. His mother was always busy, busy—always “go.” She fundraised for schools and health charities, campaigned, protested, participated in ceremonies of healing, and of new births. Once every year, his mother danced with the men in a ceremony that—even with everything he’d forgotten about his past—he knew was too important to put to words.

Mother dreamed of opening another heritage school in Calgary. She dreamed of more children of all cultures learning, knowing—not just for the duration of a field trip, or a unit of study, but long enough to truly understand. They’d rent a classroom somewhere, Mother said. Small-ish, maybe, but with access to the river.

To that end, Mother worked a lot. She left time for him in the mornings to make him pancakes, and was always there to pick him up from school. She sketched out hypothetical lesson plans over dinners. If he had homework, he knew to bring it out then, so they could work together with their mouths full. She did housework (dishes, dusting) with him, made little games of it, before running out to a night shift and leaving him to put himself to bed. He was never sure when Mother came home, but there were always circles under her eyes when he shook her awake the next morning. She coughed regularly, every flu season. Once or twice, when his mother couldn’t get out of bed and her skin was hot, he called her workplace and said sorry.

When Mother wasn’t so tired, they took a bus to Fish Creek or Nose Hill and she pretended they were in class together. He never liked learning things he already knew, which drove his mother to add games and stories and intrigue. Once, she even carried him into the Sky on her back. Usually, when they left the realm, they only went as far as the waystation. On their numerous trips in-between, she taught him what mushrooms to eat, and which inhabitants and marked territories to avoid. Which creatures, like peat moss buffalo or herons with tails dragging in water, were calm with people in their midst. 

They walked the breadth of the stilted land. Across vibrant, humid plains with long grasses and enormous shelled ammonites in the lakes. Mother said it was the territory of the many-chiefed people, and parted the grasses to show him how brightly colored stones crawled and lived in the undergrowth. She gestured upward and showed him the Sun and Moon from afar and marveled at their partnership. He saw the Old Man as well, but he couldn’t stare very long because of how brightly he shone.

Between yawning landscapes and sweeping mountains, though, much of the islands in-between had fallen away. He didn’t know a time when the land was whole, and neither did his mother, but it always made her sad. She once gestured to an enormous scar in the land, fallen away down below, with the dirt pinned in place by iron nails as tall as he was. Frost covered the edge of that chasm. “This happened during a winter of starvation,” she said.

To the west of the plains was a land of bubbling blight and broken things that were almost human. It stretched on and on, consuming. Trees there did not hold shape. When he asked what killed the land, his mother said “school.” He was five that year and thought it was a joke.

Mother was powerful, he knew. Folks—of the peoples or otherwise—came to her for medicines and prayers and advice. In return, when they didn’t have tobacco, they gave his mother mostly small gifts like teas or fruit baskets or grocery store gift cards. Once, even a comically oversized dream catcher that his mother kept behind their ratty couch against a wall. 

When these guests visited their home, he was the one to serve them beverages and little packaged wafers. Mother would laugh, tug him into a chair, and introduce him by name.

In the realm in-between, Mother could heal the greens and golds back to a land with a whisper. She knew the names of all the lords, and the songs to invite them. Even on Earth, Mother could ask the wind to blow, could exchange chats with massive chinooks, and she shared childhood stories with herds of grazing iiniiwa.

Yet, other than the four days of the dance, they always left the reserve in time to be home before dark. Mother always kept the door locked and the curtains drawn. She didn’t interact much with neighbors, especially after a drunken Coyote man yelled at them one morning. Once, after she picked him up from kindergarten, a police car sirened by. Mother went very still, and even though she tried to hide it, he knew instinctively the look on her face. She was terrified.

Mother was scared in the days leading up to her disappearance as well. She didn’t talk about her school anymore. She bundled and braided medicines to ward off evil. She cleaned the whole apartment and swept the dust out of a window so harm might not find them. Still, whatever she was scared of persisted. Once, at night, he picked up the phone after it rang to voicemail three times. He said “hello” and the other party hung up. There were notes Mother found in their mailbox that she recycled. He never read them, but when he took out the trash on Thursdays, he caught a glimpse of words he didn’t understand, and they scared him. His mother jumped at noises outside and nursed a bruise on her arm. She bolted and locked the doors and windows. On the Friday night, his mother even called the police, then had him check the window for the patrol cars they promised to send. He checked, but he only saw one patrol make a wide loop around their block.

On Saturday, there was a change in his mother. That weekend, they didn’t leave the apartment. They watched morning cartoons and ate a whole box of sweet cereal without milk. His mother worked at a coffee shop on weekdays and knew more about coffee than anyone, so they speculated on the coffee orders of every character. They fixed a trickle in their toilet together—he held the tools while she dug up to her elbows in water to change the flapper. She gave him a new book on creatures that cause weather, bought from a kiosk at an outlet mall. Afterward, she took him onto the balcony, held him close and put her hand on his chest. She told him one last story, about a red river and a road made of tears, about monsters who hunted girls and women across Canadian cities, and all the familiar and unfamiliar forms they might take. During dinner, she called the police again.

That night, they slept together on the couch, and he could smell the laundry against her collar. He complained when she pressed too many kisses to his forehead. She held on a little too tightly, which made him hold on tighter as well.

Sunday morning, his mother was called in to work. She dressed slowly, meticulously, and put up her hair. She dressed him as well, and put a small paper card in his pocket with a few phone numbers. She told him to stay in his room and lock it, but she acted so strangely he snuck out to watch her leave.

He watched her open the door, and there was someone there. There was someone there. There was someone there!

• • •

The police came a few hours later. Someone had called. Jack thought it was the old Coyote man who drank and yelled at him once, because he looked out of his door and quickly shut it again after he saw that Jack was with the police. Someone gave Jack a juice box that night, and a cheap stuffed animal from an office desk.

They asked whether there were neighbors or family he could stay with. They asked what happened. At the time, Jack had forgotten about the paper in his pocket, and he didn’t remember what happened. When asked repeatedly, he shook and cried until the questions stopped. They let him stay in a corner of the waiting room, with a blanket around his shoulders and trying to suck dregs out of his juice box. One of the officers brought him a change of clothes and took his home to be washed.

They said they put out a notice with his photograph in the papers, online, and at the reserve, and his grandparents drove into the city to pick him up.

In the days after, he slept with his grandmother and followed his grandfather around as he worked. He waited for the police to find his mother. His grandparents went quiet when he asked about calls from the station. And less than a month after he started living with his grandparents, the calls from the station stopped. His mother’s friends pushed. His grandparents begged. For answers, or hope, or even a sympathetic ear. They found no give.

Because his mother worked at night, the station said she led a high-risk lifestyle. Because they found no signs of struggle in the apartment, they ruled out foul play. Because Mother was behind on rent, and she’d just been let go from her night shift, they determined she’d run away. They did not have enough information to pursue further, and Jack could tell they didn’t think much of Mother for abandoning her child.

So even though everyone at the station was polite to him, he remembered how quickly they forgot Mother, and that Mother had always been scared of sirens.

• • •

Two years later, when he was eight, he found himself in front of Little Laws: Unconventional Wills and Litigations. He let himself through the front doors, took an elevator to the top floor, and shyly asked at the front desk if he could make an appointment, only to be told that Miss Little was already expecting him.

The first time he saw Miss Little, she was very tall, filling out her seat behind an enormous oak table, with shoulders that looked slender and mountainous simultaneously. From the first moment he saw her, he knew she was a trickster. It was clear from the way she talked, the movements of her hands, and the scent of fire around her. When he squinted, her form changed into something with branches, bent with age.

He lingered in the doorway for a long time until Miss Little looked at him with a question in her expression. He puffed out his chest, pictured wings to make his shoulders straighter and hooves so his legs stopped shaking. He stepped into the office, and slipped into a too-large seat in front of the oak table.

He asked, “Are you my mother’s lawyer?”

Miss Little did not need to ask about his mother. She nodded. She glided past the long oak of her office table, and knelt until she was at his eye-level. “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said, in a voice that his mother would’ve paired with rich black coffee. “Did your mother ask you to come to me?”

“No,” he said, and then, “maybe. I don’t know. An officer washed my pants, and I couldn’t read the numbers anymore.”

A hint of a smile, which made the lawyer’s face look warm. It was a trick, of course, and Mother had always warned him about tricksters. He told himself to be careful around this one. She asked, “Do you need my services?”

“I don’t know what happened to her,” he said, and even after two years, his voice broke across those words. “I don’t remember. I think they’ve stopped looking.”

Miss Little put a finger to her lips, in a gesture that almost indicated a secret. “You have to be more specific. Do you want me to persuade the folks at law enforcement to reopen the case?”

He shook his head. “I can help out here,” he suggested. “I know how to fix toilets, clean, and make coffee. Maybe I can borrow books from you, or ask you some questions when you’re not busy.”

Miss Little frowned. “That’s all?”

“When I grow up, I’m going to find her,” he told her, with his voice low as if conveying an immense secret.

The trickster turned somber as well, and when she looked at him it was no longer the expression of someone looking at a child. “You want power and knowledge, and the discipline to gain it on your own,” she said. “That is the most expensive service you could’ve asked of me. Are you sure you don’t want me to just convince an officer for you? Or just curse the guilty party with flesh-eating disease?”

“No, I want to do it,” the eight-year-old boy said. “Because she’s not the only one . . .” He couldn’t finish. His mother was not the only one missing. And no one, however well-intentioned, was keeping his people safe.

“You’re living with your grandparents now? Do they know you’re here?” Miss Little said softly. “I could take your soul for what you’re asking for.”

“I won’t give you my soul,” he said. His palms were sweaty. “I’ll give you some time. Five years of it, working for you.”

“Twenty, and your love.”

“I don’t think I could love you,” Jack said, considering seriously. “Ten years?”

Miss Little straightened to her full height, and paused. “Ten years of dedicated service. You will be here and nowhere else. You will be my employee and nothing else. In return, I will give you every means and opportunity to teach yourself to become the most knowledgeable human in the city.”

He thought it through, remembered his mother’s voice and face and pretend-lessons. He remembered his grandparents holding each other close after he went to sleep. His friends and the teachers at school only understood his grief for two months before suggesting he see someone to deal with his outbursts. He remembered the police giving up.

He remembered his mother’s warning about monsters and tricksters, and signed his name Jack on the trickster’s contract—the English name he gave teachers and strangers. The names his mother and grandfather gave him, he kept nested and secret in the back of his mind. Like his memories of childhood, or his mother dancing to drumbeats, there were things too important to be put on paper and traded away. 

He was deceived.

The next morning, he woke up in the smallest room of Delilah Little’s sixteenth floor downtown home. He couldn’t remember his names.

• • •

Even after a decade in Miss Little’s service, thoughts of his grandparents and familiar faces in their home on Nation grounds felt distant and unreal. He probably wouldn’t recognize them, and looking for them would’ve violated his contract. They probably looked for him, though. They probably thought he was missing too. He couldn’t remember his mother’s names or the details of her face. When he opened his mouth, words did not come. When he looked in the mirror, he did not see his mother’s son, only the too-knowledgeable, too-young employee of Little Laws: Unconventional Wills and Litigations.

終
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THE EATING BROTHERS

率獸食人

That night, with the flying canoe precariously parked on the rooftop of the waystation church, Janet and I clutch each other with the loneliness of girls in clandestine moonlight trysts. It isn’t comfortable. It is hot and tight, with us packed hip-to-hip in the swag, but I sleep very deeply.

Janet does the same, and is still near-comatose in the dim morning when I wake to the sulfuric smell of a struck match. My eyes blink open in the swag, and I watch the moonlight filtered green on the flap over our heads.

I unzip the swag. Janet protests the cool air. I blink and colors settle into the world as my eyes adjust. Jack’s swag is folded neatly aside, with all the multitudes of blankets and piles of pillows leaning precariously against his pack. One of the oil lamps is gone. I lift my head to sniff, catching a whiff of him around the leaning steeple. I smell smoke, with persimmons and yarrow—just Jack and his herbs between all the salty smells of the bog.

I wonder if he still needs time.

I wriggle out of the swag like a fish, kicking the canvas flaps off my hind legs. I shake out my stiff hair and climb to my feet. Behind me, Janet still doesn’t wake. I look out over the railing of the ship to inspect our surroundings. The bog has receded through the night, and the substrate levels are lower. The ground is now a sheer drop from our rooftop. The back of the ship hangs. Below us, pieces of worn walls and a few snapped plastics show between gleaming mud. I see half a car down the main road, with wheels dissolved and the metal frame reduced to spindly remains that look like tumbleweeds. I wonder if there are any clues left after the bog.

And then, I hear a thud and a crack of glass.

The hairs on my arm stand, but it takes a moment for the rest of me to catch up and recognize the scent of danger. Janet wakes at the sound. She draws a sharp breath of discomfort. Her hand presses into the warm spot next to her. “Tam?”

“It’s Jack. He just broke the steeple glass. We have to go!” I grab the blindfold for Janet as she struggles out of the cocoon of fabric. From her cooler, my fox sniffs, but when I don’t call to her, she curls up again and returns to sleep.

Janet trips over the edge of the swag and fumbles for her boots. I take her hand, and we climb off the ship bow.

To our right, the animals assemble with their backs against the ship, horns and teeth aimed outward. They hiss and posture as I approach with Janet in tow, and I discard any notion of leaving Janet with them.

“Don’t back up any farther,” I warn the animals, but it’s doubtful they understand me. “You’ll drive the ship right off the roof. We’ll be right back.”

I lead Janet away from the ship and the snarling caravan. Janet’s free hand finds the wall of the steeple, and she trails her fingers along the cold glass. As we approach the spot where Jack shattered glass and removed two boards, even Janet can smell the odors wafting from inside the church. Sour sweat and dull iron like a cut into long marrow.

Janet asks quietly, “How does it look?”

“Jack’s broken the steeple glass with a rock and pried the boards loose inside. I don’t know what he’s doing in there.” I pick up a nearby ridged stone in both hands and clear away the remaining glass that hangs like giant teeth in the window frame. I kick in boards and grind the nails in with my boot heel. “I have to go after him.”

Janet listens for the rock in my hand and the snap of glass and wood. “I’m not safe on the ship?”

With what’s inside the church, I don’t know whether Janet is safer on the roof, or with me in the belly of the building. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry . . .”

“I feel safe,” Janet reassures me. She reaches out and finds my arm. “You don’t have to worry about me,” she says, as always. 

I pause—but not long, what with Jack still missing. I take a deep breath, put Janet at my back, and we feel our way through the broken window. The steeple air is wet. I step onto the linoleum inside, which is soft against our feet. Dark sprawling mold climbs across the wood ceiling. I scan the church tower, trepid despite seeing nothing, and then step aside to make room for Janet. She gags at the smell but ducks her head beneath my hand and manages not to cut herself on a jagged remnant of glass I somehow missed.

I lean close and whisper in Janet’s ear. “Jack’s gone down a spiral staircase. Stay on my right. Hand on the wall there. This is the first step.” 

“They’re stairs, not the K2,” Janet shoots back. She takes the wall and two tentative steps, before she memorizes the spacing of them and almost races me down the stairs.

The spiral stairs are mostly rusted, whining metal, and the whole steeple rattles as we descend. We make so much noise Jack can’t have missed our arrival. The creatures in the church must hear, as well. The lower we go, the wetter the air smells and the slimier the walls grow, as if the bog has set in for months instead of days. The oxygen is thinner. Mud dollops from the brickwork, oozing from the wooden beams and swollen drywall. 

My grip on Janet tightens, as something darts across the floor below, kicking aside a derelict brick. Janet’s fingers squeeze mine when she steps on a flat pelvic bone, snapping the winged ilium of it. I glance down at her feet and don’t tell her about the slews of partial skeletons here, littered down the steps. Or about the webbing interior of the bone she broke—drained and dried, as if something had sucked the marrow out, leaving the mass of it flaking and pink. I don’t tell her about the teeth marks.

The foyer at the bottom of the stairs has a lofted ceiling. Chairs are piled like a makeshift barricade against the main doors of the church, and the massive windows are braced with nails and boards. I expect to see more bodies, or signs of struggle, but instead there are cables threaded overhead, with clothes draped there—neatly spaced and aligned by color and size, interspersed with long socks. The hanging fabrics are stiff and dry. There are blue tarps hung from the ceilings to partition living space. In an adjoining classroom, or perhaps office, I see bedding and backpacks laid out. Spilled children’s toys. Evidence that survivors of the waystation did once gather here for safety. I look at the depleted stocks of food and the discarded baggage. 

Janet and I stumble past plastic buckets of gnawed bone, and mop ends that smell of intestines. My nostrils flare. I clap my hands along the uneven walls, duck under blue tarp strung over doorways.

In the adjoining main nave, all the pews are pushed aside. There, we find Jack, oil lamp at his feet. He has both hands held up. His head lamp lights a small patch of the wall and the organ there.

And backed up against the organ pipes, with one skinny leg pressing against the keyboard and drawing discordant notes—is a very tall humanoid. Rags are torn at the seams of its shoulders, and its elongated wrists extend out of its loose sleeves. Clothing falls around it like loose skin, just as loose skin falls around its face and cheekbones. Its eyes are very wide, the whites stained yellow like urine, and its pupils are dull and dead. A pair of antlers protrude from its temples, with bloody velvet growing across grooves in the bone.

I take a sniff. The humanoid smells of starvation and something bitter that makes my chest clench. And it’s not the only one. My head snaps up to the stained glass above us, where a second long-limb figure squats, braced against the stained glass there. Enough of the mud has receded now, and light comes through that window. Forked tines are framed in the stained-glass light. The humanoid’s breath frosts.

“Jack, above you,” I warn, and crane my neck toward other dark corners of the nave, searching for more of them.

“I see it,” Jack says, gesturing a hand to his smudge. The smoke twists braids toward the ceiling. He takes another step, and the cornered humanoid clambers up the organ. Distressed chords howl out from bent pipes.

The humanoid above drops from its perch. It lands soundlessly, palms on the steps leading up to the altar. Its long, cracked nails click along the wet floor. It steps, tentative, circling me. It is scared of me, like many creatures are, and if we were outside, perhaps it might run. Instead, it snarls, baring yellow, mismatched teeth. Its cheeks are eaten away, and the bones of a snout push out against its lips. It displays by shaking its antlered head rigorously, and bloody velvet sprays specks in all directions.

I spread my elbows and let my face and shoulders fall forward slightly. The surfaces of my eyeballs feel warm as blood gathers behind them, and I lick at the sharp emerging fangs pushing against my gum beds.

When I don’t back down, or make room for the humanoid to pass me, it charges. I step forward, arms ready. However, as soon as I step away from Janet, the humanoid pivots, and launches itself at her.

“Janet!” I cry. Jack looks back at us, momentarily distracted.

Janet, with her hand on the end of the pew, ducks behind the wooden chair back, far faster than a blindfolded woman should. The humanoid’s long-fingered hands catch only wood, and it roars. I crash into the humanoid’s back a moment later, bashing its face into the pew, and then driving it to the floor. I smash the palm of my hand against the root of one antler. Young antlers shouldn’t shed: it is too early and the velvet is still engorged, but the two humanoids—well, they are both almost dead, and all parts of them are frail.

The broken antler skitters across the floor. I break the other one, and the creature goes still beneath me, chest heaving.

“Janet?” I call. “Don’t move.”

Janet puts the pew between her and the humanoids. Her jaw is set and tight beneath her blindfold. “I can hear them,” she says, voice rough.

Behind us, the first humanoid we saw squats down against the wet wall and bows his head to Jack.

The body beneath me is entirely hairless. I can see each individual bone and worn tendon beneath its skin. The humanoid bares its teeth at me, too-slender limbs writhing. It doesn’t have enough musculature in its face for expression, but it twists its head and its sunken eyes fix on me.

“Are you insane?” I ask Jack. “I thought we had an understanding! That we weren’t going to come in here.”

Jack says, “I thought they might know what happened to the waystation.”

“They’re not human,” I say.

Jack looks at me then, raising an eyebrow. “Neither are you.”

I am hardly the same as wendigos.

When the humanoid beneath me bucks, I release it and let it crawl on twitching, panicked limbs back to the other one. The wendigos—perhaps brothers—clutch each other, entangling their limbs.

One of the brothers—the antlerless one—is shaky, eyes focused on me, but the other turns its head to Jack. I hear a small movement in the antlered brother’s long throat. It swallows, and its long-desiccated esophagus track stretches. I put a hand out in front of Jack. “Keep your brother in check if you want to keep him,” I warn the wendigos. “I mean it.”

The brothers bare their teeth and shrink against the walls. “You smell them, yeah?” I say, and show my own teeth. “You smell Raja. You’re afraid of him, aren’t you? And Miss Little? You touch any of the humans with us, Little and Raja will be the least of your worries.”

Jack takes a step back, and holds his hands out, placating. “Please,” he says. “We’re sorry to disturb you, but it’s urgent. Could you answer a few questions? Three questions? In exchange, we have some fo—”

“No food,” I interrupt. “Their hunger can’t be filled with any food we have. Better not whet their appetite.”

“But,” Jack starts. I glare and he falls silent. When he speaks again, his voice is different. “Did you have anyone?” he asks the brothers. “Back down below?”

No answer.

“The two of you were here, with the other survivors,” Jack continues. “After you boarded up the windows and the mud came in, you couldn’t tell how much time had passed, or if you’d be rescued at all. All the food disappeared, and everyone got hungry, then angry. You had to protect each other. You had to keep each other alive. It wasn’t your fault.”

It wasn’t your fault. Jack said the same to Miranda’s ghost as well. He doesn’t mean it this time, I assume. He can’t possibly feel empathy toward wendigos, who chose to be maneaters. Chose to eat their fellow survivors. Wendigos used to be humans, but when faced with a little adversity, a little starvation, they threw their humanity away. I would’ve given anything to be born human, to have a choice. I’ve starved for years, eating with my vegan family.

The brothers look down at Jack’s lax hands and stomach, and I tense. I’m sure they want to disembowel us. And then, to my disbelief, both brothers relax. Their backs are still pressed against the wall, cornered between the organ and the nearest pew, but their arms drop into loose lines.

“Did a tiger attack the station?” Jack asks. When the brothers just look at him, unblinking and blank, he clears his throat and tries again. “We just want to find the one that attacked the station. Where did she go?”

The brothers lean their heads together and, in unison, point outward and past us, in a direction there is no human word for, because we are not on Earth. I feel a chill down my neck and turn, as if I might see past the wet walls of this church to the Tigress herself.

Jack asks more questions, but there isn’t much else the brothers tell us. They did not see Tigress attack, nor see the attack at all. They piled into the church with other survivors and sat in the dark for days—only a few days, but time dilates in the in-between. On Earth, less than an hour has passed since we met up by the riverside. A few days on Earth could translate to weeks, or months. The church walls deteriorated, and mold ate through the foundations. Survivors starved, and died one by one. Until there are just two.

The brothers do, fortunately, give us a usable direction. Consistent, when we ask two more times.

We back out of the church nave without taking our eyes off the wendigos. One crawls forward to pick up its lost antlers then holds them to its bleeding scalp. I keep one hand on Janet and stay within reach of Jack. I eye the brothers all the way into the foyer and up the spiral staircase. We climb carefully out of the broken window. I seal it with three slips of yellow fu. Then, I bristle every time I turn my head and smell the wendigo brothers again, though they remain huddled down below us.

Outside, the bog is dried up now, folding away all the buildings it consumed and diving back below ground. Even the partial car and the wreckage from earlier is gone. Yellow stains and oils are left on the soft ground and what’s left of the waystation smells foul. No garbage, though. Anything solid was consumed by the landscape. Not even the tent stalls are left.

Just the church, and the green nylon netting around the ship wheel.

“If we’d been faster, maybe there would’ve been clues,” I lament.

Jack is oddly quiet as we strategize how to ease the ship down to the ground. We strip the sheet metal off the roof with pliers, and stack a ramp down to the sodden, but solid, ground. We back the Chasse-Galerie slowly off the church roof. One of the wheels slips off the edge of the sheet, and the keel of the ship screeches down the metal, scraping slanted and out of control down to the ground. The wheels cushion the ship’s fall, and the ramp nearly collapses inward. We wince, half expecting admonishment from below deck. When neither Miss Little nor Raja emerge, we walk the animals down one after another, until we are all safely back on the ground.

Not all of the caravan animals are recovered from the night, or the smell of death and depravity from the church window. We point the beasts in the direction the wendigo brothers gave us, and urge the animals into a slow, sloppy run out of the muddy fields. The animals are slower; the bog reduced their numbers.

After we are settled at a comfortable pace, Jack climbs back on deck with us and sits cross-legged in the cushions. After a moment, we join him. Janet sits on his other side, and I offer him a mug of tea. Steeped long, with a dollop of milk. By now, I know how he likes his drinks too.

Jack grabs Janet’s hand. The wind brushes through his hair, and soon the smell of bile and resin is behind us. It is an intimate atmosphere. We sit very close and press our shoulders against each other.

“I didn’t mean to put you in danger, Janet,” he whispers. “I was trying to be quiet. I didn’t think you and Tam would wake up.”

“I wasn’t in danger,” Janet says. “I was with Tam. And you.”

“Jack, what were you thinking?” I ask. 

Jack looks from one of us to the other and back again; he takes a long, shaky breath. “Rather than look for errant clues in the bog, I realized there were witnesses we could question. I just needed to risk danger to find them.”

Janet makes the connection before I do. “That’s what Raja said to you.” She makes a face. “That’s why you went into a building with man-eating monsters? Because your adopted father—or whatever he is—told you to do dangerous things?”

“Raja didn’t make me do anything,” Jack confides. “He just reminded me. I already picked my path.”

There was a long pause. 

“You gotta tell us your story now, right?” Janet says. “You won’t leave us hanging again.”

Jack takes a deep breath. “Ten years ago, I made a deal with Miss Little,” he says. And though Janet and I already guessed this about him, his voice is very small. Shamed. “I needed her power, and I put myself at risk. I chose this.”

“Why did you need to make a deal with a demon?” Janet asks the obvious.

Just when I think he won’t answer, it all comes tumbling off Jack’s tongue. His story. An all-too-familiar story, here in Canada.

When he finishes, no one says anything for a long time. I watch the glow of Jack’s face in the rising sun, and wonder if I can ever understand loss the same way. I think of Father and the way Mama used to be. Across our huddle, I feel Janet think of her mom. Somehow, I clutch Jack’s left hand, and Janet grabs his other. His palms are clammy and cold.

Jack doesn’t say anything about Aunt Tigress. Doesn’t hint at it. But even if I don’t understand human emotions, I understand their logic. I know the connection Jack has made in his mind. Jack’s mother was learned. Aunt Tigress wanted to learn, by whatever means. I remember the strings, feathers, beads, and bones hanging in Aunt Tigress’s windows, and the dream catcher Jack found in her single-wide.

Jack thinks my aunt killed his mother. And I don’t know that he is wrong.

“We’ll find Aunt Tigress,” I tell Jack. And Janet. And myself. “For all of us.”

• • •

It makes a difference, with all three of us finally swapping stories. Chatter feels lighter, and even gossip feels productive, as Jack serves tidbits and details on Miss Little’s and Raja’s lives. He tells us that Miss Little can cook anything but only on induction stoves because open flame burns too hot in her presence. He tells us that Raja is picky about toothpaste flavors and dislikes broccoli or any vegetables that looked like trees.

As we travel in the direction the wendigo brothers indicated, the mood is rejuvenated. Even when the trek seems aimless, and we find no trails or landmarks, we are not dismayed.

Halfway into the second hour, my fox gives a bark from up the mast. I tense, but Jack looks back over his shoulder and says, “It’s on our side.”

How does he know? I wonder, but then I also see a dark, too-slender figure in the distance. It is one of the wendigo brothers from the waystation. Its broken horns cut a deformed, stilted figure. As we pass, the creature gestures out at a slight right to us. “Thank you!” Jack shouts down and adjusts our course.

We see the silhouette of the other brother on the far horizon, prowling. The wendigos are faster than our ship and Raja’s animals—their bare human legs stretched and mutated into impossibly long, cervine limbs perfectly suited for the ruined landscapes of the in-between.

The brothers appear three more times, whenever we veer off course, and I can almost feel us approach our destination. I close my eyes at the thought of meeting Aunt Tigress again, after so many years.

Later that evening, a curious rainstorm takes interest in us and makes a low pass over the ship. I climb up the bow, and lean in close to Jack. “Hey,” I whisper, so Janet cannot overhear. “Call that storm down.”  

Jack lowers his voice as well. “We won’t be able to see where we’re going.”

I shake my head. “It’s only for a little bit. Come on, just do it.”

Jack blinks, and looks up at the rainstorm. He calls, and the storm comes to us. It obscures the landscape, folding every horrific detail and spectacular view within its wings. The storm’s cool belly wets the mast and the deck of the ship. Janet lifts her chin up as she feels the moisture.

“Janet, you’ve taken off your blindfold a few times. Have you seen anything?” I ask. I reach up to pet the storm’s pale belly, and feel static tickling at my fingertips.

“Bupkis, Tam.” Janet gestures to her blindfold. “I’ve been uncomfortably intimate with the insides of my eyelids.”

“You want to look now?” I ask. “It’s safe.”

“Serious?”

“I promise.” 

Janet hesitates but only for a moment. She rips savagely at her blindfold, and slowly opens her eyes. She blinks, then stares at the rainstorm all around us, at the gray, wet closeness. She studies each whirl and highlight. As the storm breathes, rain condenses on the silver linings of its body. The air pulses, and the water falls. Janet opens her mouth to taste the droplets.

The storm opens a single slitted eye to watch our ship and caravan. Wrinkles around its eye fold and crinkle, delighted. I wave at the storm. “This storm is alive. Can you see it?”

“No, but I hear it,” Janet says. “And I’m not dizzy.” She spins in the rain, and yelps when the storm bellows like a foghorn. Spurts of water rupture out of the storm’s spiracles, and we are enveloped in the smell of petrichor and limestone. Chalky droplets clatter around us. Janet laughs, wide-eyed.

Then, there is an alarming, unfamiliar sound. I think it is Janet crying. And then she flings her blindfold across the deck, scoops me up from the ground, and I find myself kissed like the world is ending, and the in-between falls from a Calgarian sky in stones and sleets of silt and sediment. She pushes a cold hand into the warmth at the small of my back, sending a thrill up my spine and raising hairs at the base of my neck.

“I know what you’re doing,” she says by my cheek. Her face is hot and flushed. “I fucking adore you, Tam Lin.”

Oh.

• • •

That night, we stall the animals and set out our customary swags. Janet takes up her familiar spot at my side in the swag after retrieving her blindfold. She puts a hand on her forehead.

“Nausea?” I ask.

“A bit,” she admits, sliding her blindfold down into place. “I drank another pack of that tea Raja gave me. Cold. I think it made me less dizzy, but now my stomach is trying to strangle my uterus.”

I press my forehead into her shoulder. “I don’t think that’s the tea,” I say dryly. “Why in the world did you throw your blindfold?”

“Hold my head still until this weird world and my uterus stops spinning.”

I run my thumb in circles around her temple, and smooth down the damp fabric of her shirt until she relaxes. Then I settle against her side. I close my eyes, breathe in the scent of rain and animal musk and Janet. I drift off to dreams only slightly less strange than reality.

I drift until I feel Janet’s hand on my stomach and between my legs. Her fingertips slide down the mermaid lines between my hips. Something itches, deep. My breath hangs, then comes out shaky. Except, immediately, I remember the last morning after, when Janet sat in pink water, and the flatness of her gaze that day. I lick my mouth, along my inner gums where sharper teeth are hidden behind my human ones. My fingers are clumsy with blunt nails and thicker claws underneath.

“Janet,” I whisper. “Stop.”

She pauses, hand still against my skin. “You didn’t feel it tonight? With Jack? With me?”

“It’s not that.”

“Then what?” Janet kisses me, but I keep my teeth clenched so she wouldn’t feel the canines underneath. She pulls her hand from my pants, and rests her forehead against mine. “You’ve been pulling away since the beginning. Talk to me, Tam. You’re obviously not a virgin. You like me. Why, then?”

“It’s not that. When we get close, I feel . . .” I feel the tiger just beneath my skin, years-starved and howling with hunger. I’ve eaten or killed every creature I’ve copulated. Can I say that? In this place so alien to Janet, how do I tell her without making her feel even less safe?

“At this point, I think you can tell me anything. Don’t you?”

I can’t endure the thought of Janet being afraid of me, even when I’m afraid of myself.

I put my hand on the back of her neck, as if proximity would soften my words. “I don’t know . . .” I clutch at the hip of my pants, where her hand was. “I don’t know if I’m sexually attracted to you.”

All the lazy comfort falls out between us. Her fingers leave the edges of my clothes. Her hand goes limp. “You’re not straight? That’d be a hoot, after all this.”

“I’m not.”

“It’s not my weight. Or my looks.”

“You’re the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen,” I say, adamant. “And I’ve seen . . . well, Miss Little and dryads and people shaped from desire. I’m just . . . I can’t tell . . . I don’t feel . . .” I don’t feel safe. The urge to be close, the hyper-awareness of her skin, her heat, her hair—I can’t tell if it is desire or carnivorous hunger. I can’t tell how much of me is the tiger.

Janet pulls away as far as the swag would allow. My side feels cold. A sock down by my feet glows—my incubus stirs inside. “Could’ve fooled me.” Janet’s voice comes between clenched teeth. “You seemed to enjoy yourself last time.”

Was it always hunger, not lust? When I hunted nymphs in the woods, the little things I flirted with and killed by morning? Perhaps I’ve never known love the way humans could. “Last time, I hurt you. I didn’t stop. I wouldn’t have . . .”

“Shut up,” Janet snaps. “For the last time, I didn’t fucking say ‘stop.’ Are you kidding me? I was in control. I had it under control.”

I reach across the swag for her, but she blocks me with a cross of her forearms. “If you told me to stop,” I whisper, “and I wouldn’t, or couldn’t, would you still be in control?”

Janet clumsily buttons up her jacket. She feels for the zipper of the swag and undoes us. “You—” she starts but cannot finish, because she once promised not to say anything she didn’t mean. She crawls away from me, toward her own half-set swag next to mine. I get up to help, but she slaps the canvas cover of the swag in my face. She doesn’t say anything else to me.
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The morning after, I wake, but stay very still in my swag to listen to low conversations outside. I catch Janet’s voice, more subdued than normal, amidst the din of breakfast. She doesn’t sound angry, so I unzip the swag and crawl out, putting my feet down carefully with each step.

Janet is seated next to Jack, enthroned in cushions. Her legs and arms are crossed, and the metal rings are back on her fingers. Her blindfold is back as well. She feels along a bowl and disposable spoon, while Jack explains the defenses he’d set up around the ship.

“Along the deck, I set prompts for incoming evil to find other paths,” Jack explains.

“I don’t get why you have to be gentle and respectful all the time,” Janet complains. “If Tigress catches us, she’s hardly going to be gentle to us.”

“I’m not responsible for anyone else, just me,” Jack says. His hands are steady. “My mother . . . the one thing I remember her saying is that my body comes through her, from the land and trees and waters. My soul also comes through her, but from the in-between. Beings from both realms are family to me.”

“Family can be dicks too,” Janet says. She tilts her head when she hears me and smiles in my direction as if last night didn’t happen. “Right, Tam?”

I shrug. “The witch tree and the rainstorm from yesterday gave me an idea.”

I take the breakfast Jack offers and spend the following hours drawing the true names and forms of mist and fog and darkness on yellow fu paper. After each complete rune, my incubus lifts the ink from the paper between its long-fingered hands and flies it down to paste across the ship’s hull, onto the enormous tractor wheels and to hang on the animal leads. Quickly, a thin film of white gathers across our bow, pillows over the deck, and obscures us in a kilometer of milky fog.

Jack perches on the bow as usual, but I doubt he sees much in the mist.

Janet asks, “How can I help?”

I say, a little distracted, “Praying might be a good idea.”

“Praying?” Janet echoes. She fiddles with the blindfold across her face. “Pray to what? All your gods are here and probably not on our side.”

• • •

We follow the wendigo brother’s directions, and midway through that second day, we come across an immense grazing herd in the distance. I wave my fog aside briefly, and we examine the animals through white wisps.

I hand my binoculars to Jack, next to me on the bow. “What do you think?”

“That’s the hunt,” Jack says softly. I hear his eyelashes brush against the binocular glass.

“That’s what I’m seeing.” I sigh. I sag against the railing and my head drops forward. “The maneater brothers lied to us. Can’t say I’m surprised. They probably want us to attack the hunt and be killed, so they can pick at our corpses.”

“Maybe.” Jack is less certain as he scans the horizon.

“Definitely!” I insist. “Why would the hunt attack the waystation, when they’re its protectors?”

“This hunt and lord . . . they’re the good guys? The peacekeepers?” Janet asks, coming up behind us.

As a little girl, I dreamed of reuniting the lord and his bird. I wanted to impress the lord and become his huntress one day. And once, in a rainy café hidden in the riverside neighborhood of Kensington, a thunderbird showed me a horned serpent he loved. Even after being overthrown, Mr. Rain believed the lord was good. As long as he is hidden under an impenetrable pelt of peat moss, the horned serpent is a friend to humans. 

I open my mouth, but Jack is already speaking. “The hunt is neither good nor bad. They’re chaos.” He lowers the binoculars and turns away from the front of the ship. “They’re made of the most unruly trees, the problem children, things too old for names. Even old ones. They only stay in line as long as their lord has absolute control. The moment the lord of the plains shows any weakness or vulnerability, they may rise up and overthrow him. Only a strong lord can control the hunt. That’s the pattern.”

“And this buffalo lord with a secret? Did he get into a fight with Tigress?” Janet asks.

Jack pauses. He crosses the deck to his pack and retrieves the keratin horn. He traces his fingers across the inky otherworldly writing across the surface. “That’s what the witch tree said.”

“That’s our answer, then,” Janet claims. She leans her face on her elbow against the railing. “Tigress defeated the lord, then came up here to take over the hunt. She attacked the waystation as a show of power, or for fun. Who knows what motivates power-hungry psychopaths?”

Jack and I look at each other. “It’s possible,” Jack admits. He twists his fingers together around the horn and then stows it again. “There’s no precedent, or evidence . . .”

“It’s more than possible,” Janet insists. “There’s circumstantial evidence, and there’s a pattern of behavior. This is what Tigress did all along. Stealing power? Killing for power? Using others with no skin in the game? It fits everything else, too. All the seismic changes down on Earth. You said—you both said—apocalyptic disasters happen when something powerful dies. Tigress killed the lord. That’s the only explanation.”

I say nothing. I know the pieces Janet is trying to puzzle together, but it still doesn’t make sense to me. The Aunt Tigress I know spent her days watching Netflix on an old laptop and spitting sunflower seeds at the screen. Even with the witch tree’s help, how does a limping, aging tiger with borrowed powers fight a lord or take over the hunt? Especially since she was so thoroughly defeated by them in my childhood?  I grip my head, breath ragged and confused.

Through the questions, I keep imagining Aunt Tigress with the force of the hunt behind her, and the havoc she could cause.

Finally, Jack taps me on the shoulder. “I’ll take all the bells from the animals. Tam, call the fog again, and have your familiars out and alert. We’re here. We have to at least confront the hunt.”

I shake the frenzied, paranoid thoughts loose from my head. “My fog should conceal us from the humanoids and ungulates. The canids might smell us, but they won’t be able to pinpoint us. I don’t see any wyrms.”

“I’m right about this,” Janet claims. “It all makes sense. Guys, it might be time to get Miss Little and Raja out from below deck.”

The first thing Raja says when he emerges is, “That’s the night hunt.” His voice is deadpan.

“So?” Janet taunts. “Tigress killed the last lord, and now she has the hunt on her side. Slightly more than you bargained for?”

Raja holds up one finger. “We will take on one fight up here. If this is the one you’ve chosen, take us in.”

Jack glances at me and then at Janet, who says, “Now or never.”

Janet takes her place at the center of the deck and sits like a mountain. My fox climbs out from her cooler, where she spends most nights, and curls next to Janet. Janet doesn’t know my fox is there, but she must feel the cold rising off my fox’s pelt, because she hovers a hand over the frosted gray head before shivering. I send my rooster up the mast, where he nestles against the rigged lateen, hides his crown under a wing and watches the hunt with one flat eye. 

We whistle the animals, and the ship slowly rolls down the hill toward the grazing members of the hunt. We pass titanic, bristle-haired legs that stretch up past the lateen sails. We send startled wings lashing away. A few of the sharper-nosed canids put up their ears and sniff at the opaque air before lowering their heads again. The thick sounds of the wheels, and the odors of Raja’s animals, are swathed and hidden by fog. I stretch my arm into the fog and let my hand pass close enough to touch an enormous ridged boar with crescent moons in her tusks.

Suddenly, my rooster gives a shrill alarm from above. I look up to where the fog is thinnest, and see half a dozen transparent creatures resembling pop-eyed goldfish clinging to the atmosphere upside down above us. They are the size of lap dogs. Their mouths open, showing rows of uncanny human teeth and thick tongues. They snicker and laugh, watching our passage, crawling down the air to circle. Their eyes, too, show strangely human malice.

“Savage children,” Jack whispers. “Sadis.”

Raja holds a finger to his lips and holds out a hand to halt Jack, who takes a step forward. We hold our breaths and wait for the sadis to make a move.

The creatures look at each other, giggling, and nudge each other a moment, before one puffs up and crawls down the air toward us. Slow at first, and then a swift blur, straight toward the center of the deck where Janet sits, blindfolded and still.

“Janet!” I gasp.

The rooster flares open his stone wings but doesn’t catch the thing in time. Janet looks up, and her hands tighten around my father’s wooden sword. My fox wakes and barks out a burst of sheer air.

I blink.

The creature skitters across the deck, frozen through from my fox’s breath and knocked aside by Janet’s swinging blade. Its mouth opens unnaturally wide, showing ridges of teeth, and its face cracks. One of its bulging eyes chips. The impact on the deck is audible.

We wait, and sure enough, the laughter of the sadis above us turn to manic screams.

“Jack, move us faster,” Raja orders. “Tam Lin, get that thing off deck.”

I pick up the frozen, dead creature in shaky hands and tip it off the ship. It drops down, cutting fog, and I hear it shatter across the ground.

All of the hunt notices us now but can’t find us in the fog. The ungulates raise their horns and trunks, and bellow. Antlered males sidle into formation around us, but the fog disorients them. Their flanks mismatch, and Jack is able to steer us carefully between them. Raja drops down to run next to his animals, and when an unfortunate member of the hunt comes upon us, he draws a curved blade. The hunt’s creature gives a shriek of warning before its side is punctured by something black and pointed, and it slumps forward. Against all odds, we split the hunt and force our way among them.

“We’ll make it through!” I exclaim, breathless. The leader of the hunt must be at the heart of the herd—whether it is the lord of the plains or Aunt Tigress.

“No,” Janet responds, still sitting with Father’s wooden sword in her lap. “It’s going too smoothly, Tam. Something’s wrong.”

“Jack!” Raja shouts up suddenly. “Turn us! Flat ones ahead!”

“Go up!” I shout at my familiars, grabbing my incubus and flinging it skyward as hard as I can. My rooster takes wing.

Jack pulls on the lead, hard, and his whistle makes my ears hum. But Raja’s animals are running too fast. One side of the ship lifts, wheels spinning on fog, and we skid, slanted, into the trap the night hunt herded us into.

A dozen old ones, two-dimensional and visible only as slits of refractions in the air, are perfectly angled and braced against us.

We crash through them. Raja’s animals scream out as their torsos and limbs are sliced clean through. The squish makes my gut drop. All I smell is blood. At the last second, Janet reaches out her hand to me, and I grab for her. I shield her with my torso as we hit, and split across the flat ones. I close my eyes, and we are flung clear.

We hit the ground, and I feel the dull ache up my side. “Janet!” I check her body, laid across my calves. She groans and braces herself. She’d lost her blindfold in the fall, and her eyes are swollen. “Tam,” she says, and pats up my legs and side. “You all right?”

“You’re always lucky.” I swallow and release her. “Jack? Fox?”

“What happened . . . ?” Janet’s eyelids flutter. I clamp a hand across them.

Around us, through the fog, the hunt gathers, and I hear the heavy vibration of something immense approaching. I pinch the symbol for seven bells with nine fingers, break the gesture, and the fog begins to clear.

The ship is cut into three slanted pieces. The severance is clean, as if each piece was created so. Two of Raja’s animals are dying, cut cleanly through by the flat ones. The lapine’s ear and hind leg splay not far from us. Frilled lizard tails. I see the cut innards of the proud bear. As if reality suddenly catches up, their wounds begin to bleed. Sluggish pulses of dark or multicolored blood. Their agony fills the fog. The calf and the canid-weasel are the only ones unharmed, and they trail the long ends of their severed leads, pacing circles around their wounded companions.

“Don’t look,” I warn Janet.

A little ways off, I see the crumpled form of my fox. She is not as lucky as Janet or I, and a deep wound cuts into her side. Unlike the others, though, dead things don’t bleed. “Fox!” I reach out with my mind, and her small gray form stirs. “Jack? Raja? Miss Little!”

Raja emerges from the fog to join us. “Jack?” he asks.

I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

Raja’s eyes are red and stricken as he looks upon his dying animals. He pauses, gives us the briefest glance, before kneeling down beside them. The she-bear whimpers at him, split from shoulder to chest and missing a foot. He gives her a promise and a word of comfort before taking her enormous head in his arms and snapping her neck. He moves on.

There’s a tug in my heart, and I feel my rooster and incubus in the fog above us, unhurt.

A behemoth steps through the fog. The ground shakes, and static jumps through debris and dry grass whenever he walks. The mountainous form breathes, and the air becomes hot and full of dust. He smells like rich, fertile ground.

“Lord,” I whisper. “Why are you doing this . . . ?”

My voice drifts off because this beast before me is not the lord I know, with his thick peaty pelt and massive hooves, who leaves cracks in dimensions when he runs. The creature I don’t know walks on four old branches—white and bent with age—and where the thick muscular body should be is a serpent, knotted and mangled around the sticks.

From the serpent’s head, there are two horns: one broken and the other arched and pale like a wedge of the moon. The horned serpent’s body is endlessly white, scrawled with inky images that tell alien stories from far away worlds.

This is the horned serpent from Mr. Rain’s story, unmasked. A lord from another dimension, who bleeds stories and wears a pelt of peat moss to masquerade as a buffalo. The combination—a snake on stilts—is ludicrous and yet, the fear doesn’t leave my limbs. The venom in that serpent’s eyes makes me shudder.

“Lord?” I clutch Janet to me.

Serpent coils tighten. The hunt gathers behind him. Coyotes grin, and long-tongued rabbits lick at their mouths. The horned serpent lord asks in a voice that makes the ground of the in-between crack, “Is this all? How many more humans must I kill?”

 “You see the lord? Not Tigress? She wasn’t the culprit?” Janet asks me, eyes still shut tight. “No. No, it has to be. It all made sense!”

The lord was responsible for exterminating the waystation? All the dead people, the smashed stalls and the rocks from the sky, caused by the same lord who’d safeguarded the land? Then why did I come here? Where was Tigress? I open my mouth, but the lord’s voice fills my head.

“Is this all?” the lord asks again.

“Not quite,” Miss Little says from behind us.

She steps from the ruins of the ship, holding up the edge of her dress and her pair of yellow heels in one hand. She smooths back her dark hair in the crescent moonlight, puts her manicured fingers on the spine of the wreckage, and lifts it aside, exposing the groaning figure of Jack.

There is a crinkle of glass or crystal around her. She sweeps her dress out of the blood and steps toward us. The red on the bottoms of her feet is stark. A train of glimmering fractal distortion follows her, and I realize it is probably dead flat ones I cannot see. She stops close by, peers down at us from under her damp, glowing hair—from her tresses, tiny acacia trees sprout. She stands taller here, in a way that’s hard to quantify. Her eyes glow red.

 “Good work,” she tells us. “Take care of Jack. I’ll take it from here.”  

She purses her lips so the plum Tilbury colors press together, and whistles something that is sleek and silver. The whip of color arcs down into the ground, brilliant in the night gloom, and leaves a charred mark in the dirt. A coyote who had pushed too close whimpers and backs up.

The night hunt silences as she comes to stand in front of us.

The horned serpent tilts his head. “What should I call you? Demon of Adam? Al ‘Uzza?”

Miss Little waves her hand. “We use and discard names between every new culture and mythology. Do we need names, lord? If so, what are you now?”

“You used to be a lord too, a goddess and tutelary.” The lord’s tongue slips out to test the air between them.

“Then times changed,” Miss Little says. “Humans slew my trees, cut me in half, and chained me in a cave for a thousand years.” She gathers a lock of hair between her fingers and twirls it, wringing out young leaves that sizzle and fall at her feet. Her voice is soft. “It was a long time ago.”

“Do you hate them?” the horned serpent asks.

“Every human I hate is already dead. Now, there are only humans I love,” Miss Little stands a little taller as Raja finishes with his animals and comes to stand behind her. “Do you hate them?” she asks the serpent.

“No,” the lord says, and his reptilian face is too alien for expression, “but without my disguise, we must hunt each other.” His body twists in pain. “He told me something similar once. He convinced me to love them. He gave me legs and a pelt, so they would not know what I am. But he is wrong. I have always been their enemy.”

“Rain?” Raja demands from Miss Little’s side. “You’re talking about Rain? He’s been missing for years. If this is about Rain, your grudge should be with Tigress, not all humans.”

I breathe in. It wasn’t just Tigress. I am just as responsible for Mr. Rain’s fate.

The horned serpent’s entire length is knotted around the four white branches it uses as limbs. The knot tightens. One branch breaks, and the massive creature teeters, hissing and off balance. The air feels strangely thin, and my head spins. Janet’s fingers tighten on my arm as I pitch forward.

Miss Little glances back at us. “I see. Lord, I understand. I’m sorry.”

She breathes in, and begins to grow. Her hair first, falling low and heavy and rough like bundles of dark thorns. The seams of her dress tear, first at the hips and shoulders, and then the row down her side, exposing bark and ridges. Her bare feet split into roots, which sink into the grasslands. Then, the tree that was Miss Little lights on fire. Smoke presses out, dispersing what remains of my fog. I choke. The dirt beneath us grows hot, until my palms are red and blistered where they press against the ground.

As if at some sort of hidden signal, the hunt begins to crowd in. Raja readies his long dark blade, a weapon that appears to be formed of night, and charges toward the gathering of the hunt nearest us. He whistles, and what remains of his creatures follow. Teeth and claws clash, and the animals rip at each other. While Raja’s creatures are vastly outnumbered, they coordinate and flank the man, as he falls members of the night hunt many times his size. Miss Little’s thorns and spearing roots rip through the night hunt ranks, causing ripples of stampede and panic.

“Janet, get low,” I wheeze. “Keep your eyes closed. Fox! Fox, still alive?” An answering chill, dropping the temperature around us. But my fox, cut sideways in the crash, cannot stand.

The lord strikes out, leaving white cracks in space. Behind him, the ground breaks, and more rocks and soot tumble down toward Earth. Wind whistles, fleeing out of the cracks he leaves in the universe, into pocket voids and long space.

“Stop them,” Jack croaks. Somehow, he’d crawled to us. “I didn’t think it’d be him, the lord. I thought . . . They’ll tear this realm apart. We have to stop them.”

“How?” I ask bitterly. “If Mr. Rain is gone, there’s no one left who can stop him.”

“There has to be something,” Jack rasps, clutching at his hair and temples, as if groping for locked memories. He is crying. “My mother would’ve known. She’s a keeper of stories. She would’ve stopped them. I can’t . . . I can’t remember.”

“Jack, breathe,” I tell him. “It’s the air.”

Air. There is no air. Between the lord’s cracking dimensions and the burning tree that was Miss Little, there is no oxygen left. Lord and demon war. Black fills my vision, but I still feel the two titanic, supernatural beings clash above me, like all my bones would shake loose from the impacts.

“Rain?” Janet mumbles. “Mr. Rain? Mom’s friend?”

“Janet, breathe.” I pull at the thread linking me to my rooster, who dives down amidst the smoke and bats and encroaching waheela across the field. I hear Raja’s blade, somewhere in the clashing herd. “Don’t let your mind wander.”

Janet is steady against my palms. She reaches out, and without looking, manages to snatch Jack’s wrist. She holds us together. “No. Listen. Yes, the air’s thin, but it’s all connected. I don’t know how, but Tam, Jack! I’ve heard my mom talk about visits from a man she calls Mr. Rain.”

I am still dizzy and fighting to keep a hold on my familiars. My rooster flares his wings, displays, but doesn’t scare off the small scavengers encircling us.

Jack reels back, as if struck by some great revelation. “Tam, keep them off us for a moment. Janet, I need you to think.” Jack takes a deep breath. “Did your mom tell you his name, his real name?”

“Yeah,” Janet says. “But what . . .”

“Whisper it to me, quick!”

“Hurry, Jack!” I grit my teeth. “My creatures can’t keep the hunt occupied for long.”

I hear, more than see, Jack fumble with a lighter and bundles of long-bladed grasses. A puff of scent in the smoke, as an herb is crushed against a palm. “It won’t light!” I hear Jack choke. “No air.”

“Move!” A slow, patient breath from Janet’s direction, then another.

A blaze. A searing scent of mint and yarrow. I always hated yarrow. “We good?” I hear Janet demand.

“Not yet! It has to burn. Completely! It has to all burn!” Jack takes a deep breath. “It’s been ten years. I remember more every day. Tam, Janet, do you know the first thing I remembered? I remembered how to summon lords by their true names.”

Jack lifts up his face and sings out a name. And again. Again, he sings, until his face is flushed and his voice cracks. His voice echoes against the dome of smoke, and then is lost in the sounds of battle. Still, Jack summons, while I call on my creatures to fight to their deaths.

My incubus falls from the sky, half torn by a sharp-beaked bird charging through. My rooster disappears between a pair of coyotes. Stone feathers fly. Nearby, after my fox has given all she could from her broken, long-decayed body, I finally feel my familiars begin to draw life from me. I sag heavily against Janet. My heartbeat slows. With each pulse, I bleed out of the threads linking me to my creatures. The fight seems far away. Janet, though, Janet is cool in the burning landscape. Janet.

“What now?” Janet wails. “It won’t burn now!”

No? Why won’t it burn?

“No,” Jack breathes. “It’s done.”

Above us, the smoke parts. Billows of dust settle, and rain comes.
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THE END OF THE ROAD

異路同歸

Through the drizzle, a blue umbrella spins down and settles in the mud. It rests on broken ribs there, a few meters away from us. Against the backdrop of cracking dimensions and the massive triple-crowned tree holding the landscape together with her webbing roots, the umbrella is small and worn, with holes in the fabric and rusted metal where the handle should be. It rolls forward and back on its canopy once, twice.

Jack half rises, stumbling toward the umbrella. His swollen ankle drags behind him. “The lord has to see. He might stop fighting if he sees Mr. Rain.”

“Jack!” I warn, but he slips out of the protective circle of my familiars, into the fray. He makes it four steps before a side-sweep from something long-tailed and aerial plows into him and rolls him across the cracked ground. “Jack!” I cry out. I try to rise, but my fox tugs hard on the blood inside me to freeze a passing fanged creature. I feel a flare of dizziness. I sway, and when my mind clears, I am flat on my side in the mud. I breathe shallowly. Janet says something to me but I cannot make it out.

“Wha . . . Janet?” My tongue feels thick and numb and swollen against the insides of my teeth.

“The umbrella?” Janet asks, red-laced eyes wide and fixed on something past me. She is pale with nausea. She breathes in deeply, crouched and ready beside me. “We have to get the umbrella to your lord?”   

“Yeah . . .” I turn and climb shakily to my hands and knees. “Janet, what are you . . . ?”

Janet takes off at a run, stumbling over a body she cannot see. She scoops the umbrella up in both arms. An enraged scorpion-esque creature charges her, but she banks at the last second and its stinger only clips her shoulder. With the umbrella, she parries a silver tail shaped like a scythe, and continues to run.

My heart doesn’t seem to be beating. I chew on my lips hard, and then reach up with my left hand. I bite down at the base of my little finger until I hear the bones break. Around me, my familiars perk up at the scent of my blood. “Help her, fox!” I shout. “And you can feed until I drop!”

A sheet of white ice hisses through the ground, barreling toward Janet, cutting off a pair of antlered hare and shielding her left side as she runs. I hold my breath and watch. Janet pushes through the thick of the herd, dodging each attack that makes it through the shield of ice as if by some miracle. I watch her misstep. A burst of gray mist shoots out from a tentacled crab like a geyser, coating everything nearby. Where the gray mist touches flesh, the animals quickly lose volume, disintegrating.

“Janet!” I scream, as the beasts around her howl and die.

Then Janet blows past the mist. The umbrella had opened on her right side, protecting her. With a twist of the open umbrella, the gray mist scatters.

And Janet makes it. She stands just below the massive tree with three crowns, and the towering horned serpent propped up on pale branches.

“Lord!” Janet roars. Her voice echoes across the chaos, loud enough to pierce through the din. She raises the umbrella up in both hands, rising onto tiptoes. “Lord, look over here!”

Slowly, the lord lowers his head. Even from afar, I see the umbrella shudder under the weight of that slit-eyed serpentine stare. Janet doesn’t see the lord. Her eyes remain fixed on the umbrella, but even she is weighed down by the change in atmospheric pressure. After a moment, her knees buckle, and she clatters down to the ground. “Lord!” she cries out.

The serpent lord’s slitted pupils go wide.

I feel the precise moment he recognizes the umbrella, because the realm in-between breaks.

There is no sound. The lord closes his eyes, and space splinters into tens of thousands of translucent shards, each a fractal dimension. The horizon is webbed with distortions. The shattering of dimensions envelops Janet, splitting her at her knees and shoulders. “Ja—” I reach forward and find myself stopped as the dimensions cut across my arms and body. My vision cracks in two. My arms split crosswise at the wrists and elbows. Fissures run across them. My breath cuts. I scream as my torso splits. No blood, but beneath the split of my skin, I see blurry red and dark bands of flesh. Somehow, I am not dead.

Miss Little’s tree sizzles overhead, and I’d lost sight of Raja in the fighting.

Helpless, I watch the only intact patch of space. Through all the destruction, the blue umbrella remains floating there, untouched by the splitting dimensions. 

The lord slithers off his perch of pale branches. His transparent underside shrivels a little when he touches ground for the first time in centuries. He loops a slender coil around the umbrella. He sweeps pieces of his dimensions aside.

“After all this time, won’t you let me see you?” the lord asks. His words sound like a light brush along the hairs up my arms, and the bitterness in them poisons. Perhaps he speaks gently, but with dimensions fractured as small as they are, his voice fills all the tiny spaces.

Slowly, the umbrella unfurls. I see sleek tail feathers and long blue wings, which droop bonelessly. Not much lightning or thunder remain in the thunderbird, just shining water that trickles past the contours of frayed feathers and into the earth. As the thunderbird returns to the in-between, all of him feeds into the land. Around us, I see grasses and alien flowers push to full bloom. A single long-taloned claw sets on the ground, and from the blue umbrella fabric, a sleek, proud head lifts up.

Proud as the tilt of that head is, anyone looking at the thunderbird, at the boneless slope of his shoulders and the steady bleed of water, can tell he is broken. Try as I might, my blurry eyes are pulled to his eyes and shoulders, to where he is no longer whole, and my heart clenches at the tragedy of it.

“I want to see you, too,” the thunderbird says. He blinks twice, but where those golden eyes were once cut with dark pupils, only the soft yellow blankness remains. Yellow like dandelions, and just as sightless. “Broodling, are you here?”

Before the thunderbird, the all-powerful lord of the plains is just a very young serpent, hurt and lost. The horned serpent lowers himself, coils loosely around the thunderbird, as if afraid to touch. “Your eyes . . . your wings . . .”

“My eyes could see beyond this dimension.” The thunderbird’s beak and feathers are wet, gleaming with blue iridescence. “My wings were strong enough to carry me past the gate in the Sky to the worlds of your mother’s stories.” He sags, and bleeds in rivers past us. His voice is light. “I guess my wings and eyes were valuable.”

“I’ll hunt her down,” the horned serpent promises. “I’ll kill her.”

“I don’t want you to,” the thunderbird says.

All of the horned serpent coils inward. His soft belly scutes flatten, and the spines around his head flare outward. His pupils are blown wide. “Why not?”

The thunderbird considers this seriously for a moment before answering, “Because I love you.”

All the rustling and bravado goes out of the horned serpent. Through my narrowed vision, I see the two fall together.

The horned serpent’s coils close around the thunderbird’s broken figure. “I’m tired of this world.”

The thunderbird lets his head drop down against scales. He hangs his weight against the horned serpent, letting rivulets of water flow down across transparent coils and inky whispers of stories from beyond. The water trickles through the shattered dimensions of space into somewhere else. “Broodling, I can’t leave with you. Not right now. Maybe not for a long time.”

“What should I do?” the horned serpent asks, soft.

The thunderbird laughs, as if asked a very silly question. “When you are tired, you should sleep.”

“I lost the skin you gave me,” the serpent complains—very nearly a whine. “Without it, humans will hunt me again.”

The thunderbird and horned serpent press together, stories and storms. “Sleep,” the thunderbird suggests, “When we both wake again, maybe this world will be very different.”

• • •

For a while after, I cannot feel. Am I dead, I wonder, caught in the lord’s shattered dimensions and broken with them?

Then, Miss Little’s branches catch me. She sweeps across space, breaking across the dimensional fissures before growing back green and tender. She pulls Janet across the battlefield, until her frozen body is beside mine. And then Miss Little’s branches sweep us out of the battlefield, out of the reach of broken dimensions. She gathers us at the base of her tree, and her trunk towers above us.

The horned serpent bleeds from his cuts and burns—not red blood, but greasy, inky stories that resemble the flowing script of some form of written language. Those scripts flood the cracked battlefield and touch the hooves and paws of the beasts of the night hunt. One by one, those beasts fold and fall into twitching, agitated slumber. 

Those scripts bleed toward us. I see one of Raja’s creatures collapse, eyes rolled white in its bewildered face. Miss Little’s tree tries to lift us out of harm’s way, drawing Janet and Raja’s animals up into her branches. But she cannot get a safe handle on me, with my cracked torso. The scripts flow past my ankles, and the ink crawls up my runners, and onto the bare skin above my socks. I begin to struggle, but I am strung up between the cracked dimensions and abruptly stop when parts of my body misalign. I sob, breathless and pained around the jagged fissure bisecting my lungs and stomach. I let the bleeding scripts and stories infect me. 

Immersed in that broken, prismatic space, I am overwhelmed by histories I never experienced, and moments I never lived. Dream-thoughts, that blink out like colored stars when I reach too hard for them. I’ll go mad, I think, like the human warriors in Mr. Rain’s story. I’ll drown, forever just a voyeur, in stories and knowledge not meant for me.
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SUITS AND MASKS

畫皮

Once, in a rainy café in Kensington, Mr. Rain told me a story. In that story, human warriors nearly killed a newly hatched broodling and all lost themselves in the stories that bled out. 

The horned serpent is older now. He had spent millennia in-between and on Earth. The stories of other dimensions he inherited from his mother are distant memories. His calligraphy blood is filled with fathomable stories: the sting of snow when it lodges between his scales, and the heat of chinooks on his pelt. The butter-soft coolness of fish and turtles in the back of his mouth, and the aftertaste of plastics. His stories are filled with terse interactions with humans, his years with the night hunt, and his love affair with the thunderbird. 

Perhaps that’s why, despite marinating in the horned serpent’s blood, I stayed sane.

For a very long time, while my physical body remained sheltered by Miss Little’s enormous roots, and she eventually lifted me up and out of the inky blood, my mind was trapped within the horned serpent lord’s memories. 

From a distance, I watched his pack descend off the island pillars of the in-between every four years, running down from the horizon and returning by morning. I heard their panting voices and felt their adrenalin. I learned the names of all the members of the night hunt, their histories and their tempers. In his own way, the horned serpent lord loved his night hunt.

But the horned serpent’s most vivid memories came before the night hunt, when he was just a broodling on Earth. His first few centuries were filled with the thunderbird, Mr. Rain. The chill of rainwater flowing from the feathers as blue as rivers, the smell of petrichor, the soft, obvious humor of his voice. Yellow raptor eyes in a shockingly gentle face. The horned serpent learned the thunderbird’s scent, his sounds, his stories, and the soul in him. The serpent spent the happiest time of his near-eternal life waiting for this bird, for one night, every four years, when the thunderbird opened the in-between realm and descended. The thunderbird perched on his broodling’s horn and they spoke of faraway lands and mundane nothings and dreams and love.

老虎的故事

Most of the horned serpent’s memories I observe from a distance. Across the horizon, up a hill, in a disambiguated, disembodied state. 

So it is a surprise when, in the next memory, I nearly bash my head against a car window.

I look around, bewildered, and gasp. I am in the back of a sedan. Mama and Father sit in the front seats, speaking in low voices about how cheese isn’t enough like meat for tiger cubs. 

I stare.

Father. Father, alive and squinting at the road. 

Is this still the horned serpent’s memory? Why would Father and Mama be in a lord’s stories? I clench my fingers into fists a few times, and the sensations are dull. I’m not really here. My physical body is still in-between, in Miss Little’s tree with Jack and Janet. My trapped mind, swimming through alien memories, has somehow projected a tangible closeness.

“Father,” I say, but my parents ignore me. Mama loses the cheese argument. She huffs and leans against the cold glass to take the heat off her temper.

I lean forward against the back of Father’s seat. His sweater vest pills, and his head smells of hair dyes from where he stains his yellow streaks dark. I breathe in the smell of him, which permeates all the fabrics of this car. I start to shake, because I remember this car. This is Father’s car—the one we drove before his accident—with the backseat covered with wiry yellow and black hairs. I look at my parents, stricken. We drive down Deerfoot toward Memorial, with rain loud across our windshield.

This is the day Father dies, I realize.

I reach out to Father’s shoulders, which are broader than I remember, and warmer. He half-turns toward me. “Tam?”

I want to warn him, but he turns his eyes off to the side of the road. Through the windshield, I catch a glimpse of cracked dimensions in the sky.

The second before the accident, Father’s eyes go wide. The orange hairs rise on the back of his neck. Static courses through the car. Mama is yanked sideways. Her cheek presses against the passenger-side glass, then through it. Her knees drive through the dashboard. Blood in her nose cavity.

I am thrown from the car, and barely manage to land on my feet. Down the black skid marks of our car, I see Mama sideways through a bed of glass shards and twisted plastics. 

Around us, vehicles screech and stop. Cars line against the shoulder of the road. Drivers pile out, but with the spread of broken glass and our car on its side, looming precariously over Mama, they didn’t immediately approach.

Father? Where’s Father?

Ah. There. Perched on our precarious car, in his natural tiger form. Back legs tense, head craned skyward and teeth bared. He looks up, as the crack in the sky grows. From that crack, a breath of hot air, scattering rain. Then, enormous white legs, thick as the trunk of pale trees, step through. The bridge groans and shakes as the lord sets his hooves on the asphalt.

This is still the horned serpent’s story. I haven’t escaped into cozy memories of my own. The horned serpent was here the day Father died. 

Eight years ago, the serpent lord still hides under a massive pelt of peat moss and resembles a massive buffalo with legs of white branches. Steam obscures my vision as the lord ducks his massive horns through the cracks in space and shakes off his coarse pelt.

The pavement beneath Mama is slick with rain, dotted with shattered glass. Her palms are punctured. Her knees bend oddly. She opens her mouth. “Tiger . . .”

Father roars, warning, and then the lord charges him, flinging him across the freeway into a passing truck. An outcry, and people scatter back from the scene. Mama forces her eyes wide, craning her neck and broken shoulders to see. The road shakes. The lord tramples across our car, and the metal hood wraps upward around his hooves. The lord is so close that even if Mama can’t see, she can smell the breath of him, dusty and animal and hot. The rainwater around Mama rises, steaming. She curls her ruined body inward and cries out. Her bloody knees drag through glass. She hurts. Looking at her hurts too.

Father pulls his body from the truck, drags his back legs across the pavement and glass. He stands over Mama again. Father speaks with his massive, fang-filled mouth.

“Lord,” Father says. “It wasn’t me. I’m not the tiger you’re looking for.”

There is a pause, and a rumble that reverberates deep in my gut. “Then who?” the lord demands. “Who hunts the thunderbird?”

Father shrinks, bristling, ears back and silent. He does not answer.

So the horned serpent attacks him anyway. And I . . . I have never seen Father like this. In all my memories, he lounged in that patch of sunlight on our living room floor. Lolling, content, harmless. Now I watch him fight a lord head on, as Aunt Tigress had never dared.

Father is faster, latching his teeth onto the lord’s impenetrable pelt. Dust plumes out. Mama chokes and pleads, “Stop. Please stop.”

I don’t know how much of the fight Mama sees. Surely, she sees it in Father’s wounds. The first puncture in Father’s side. The snap of his hind leg. Streaks and scrapes and long bloody tears in his warm pelt. Father fights, and each pass against his immense, impossible enemy rips strips of him away. With each pass, there is less of him.

Mama cries out, elated, and I look on in amazement when Father deals a wound. His massive paw strikes out and breaks the lord’s horn. The white arc of keratin clatters down next to our overturned car, in a bed of broken glass. Shadows scrawl across that horn, and my eyes sting. I hiccup. My chest is painfully swollen with pride, and I can barely breathe through the pressure against my throat.

Aunt Tigress didn’t break the lord’s horn. It was my soft-spoken, complacent Father, who was terrified of humans and cast stones.

Then, I hear a break. I smell—not dust, but blood. Father falls down beside Mama, and the twist of his body is . . . Mama wails. She reaches out for him. She forgets her kneecaps in pieces, the sharp tug in her shoulder, or the piercing warmth in her chest when she breathes. She grabs Father and screams.

Before my mind can catch up, a burst of despair punctures my lungs. I can’t breathe. Can’t breathe. Monstrous sadness presses against the inside of my throat, my skull, my mouth.

I creep forward, as small as I can, until I am pressed against Father’s bloody side.

Father never saw me graduate. He never taught me how to be a tiger. He will never meet Janet, and I will never again nest against his warm pelt to sleep, because he died here in the rain, in Mama’s arms, when I was twelve years old.

終

落塵的故事

Before long, I am pulled away from that rainy roadside and flung into the horned serpent’s next memory. Snow falls on my curled form. I don’t open my eyes.

Grief manifests in dark patches across my vision, in throbbing, electric colors. My thoughts pulse, almost painful, and I lose words and strings of coherence as soon as I form them. I grit my teeth—whatever story the horned serpent traps me in now, I still have physical teeth. I breathe out raggedly, and my breath fogs. I wallow in the snow, rubbing circles above my breasts, but the tightness doesn’t alleviate. My physical body, still in-between, refuses to be comforted. 

The sky is dark by the time I stop shaking, and my breathing comes more easily. 

I sit up in the snow. In this new memory, I lean against the dirty, chipped wall of a house. Ice gathers in the crevices of the sidings. I put a hand on the wall to steady myself. Cold cuts my fingers. When I stumble to my feet, I leave footprints.

I wipe the cold-sting from my face and wring the ice from the tips of my hair. I step away from the wall and check my phone. I expect a blank or nonsensical phone screen, as the details of this memory fail. But my phone shows I have no messages, and my eyes linger on the time and date. Ten o’clock at night, a few weeks ago. 

This is a few hours before I was attacked by the Suit—no, not the Suit, just the witch tree’s illusions. This is the night that flooded the sky red. Whatever happened on this night left the in-between open and triggered the lord’s attack on the human waystation. 

My pulse races. I back away from the wall, nearly tripping over my feet, and realize I am standing in the snowy parking lot by Aunt Tigress’s single-wide. All the lights are on in her home, and I can hear Aunt Tigress inside. This is before she left for the in-between.

I haven’t seen Aunt Tigress since the night I poisoned Mr. Rain, so many years ago. The smell and sound of her plodding, heavy body brings back guilt and pulses of horror. I find Aunt Tigress’s kitchen window. I drag a lawn chair over, brush the snow and icicles off the seat, and step up to peer inside.

Through the window, I see the familiar heaps of crates and used appliances. Aunt Tigress moves dirty laundry. For a moment, she looks up and I freeze. But she doesn’t see me. Aunt Tigress retrieves a familiar shoebox and releases my fox from duct-taped confines. She feeds my fox a drop of blood—a strangely generous feeding, and I am immediately suspicious. My fox looks quizzical too. Her four tails hook, and her ears cock, but Aunt Tigress had long since eaten all the questions out of her.

“You sit on the counter and look intimidating,” Aunt Tigress orders my fox. “We’ll have a visitor soon.”

An unusual visitor arrives not long after: the horned serpent lord. This is his memory, after all.

In this memory, he is a massive hunched humanoid. A thick mantle of coarse, bristled fur makes his shoulders too wide to fit through the door. A pair of white horns, one broken, sits on his head. A scar runs across his lips. His eyes, though, are the yellow of something cold-blooded.

On the kitchen counter, my fox bristles. All her gray fur standing along her spine and her tails plume out to twice her body’s size. Aunt Tigress leans against the frame of her door and crosses her arms over her pounding heart. I hear giddiness in her voice when she says, “Welcome, lord.” She wrinkles her nose at the horned serpent. “Everyone says you never take human form.”

Even transformed, the peat-moss pelt adheres to him, and is a part of him. A serpent, pretending to be a buffalo, pretending to be a human. Does the lord know who he is, beneath it all?

“I agree. Humans are . . .” Aunt Tigress makes a face by sticking out her bottom teeth. “Like sitting in a suit of feces. The sweat, the bile, the acid reflux, all of it sticking in your fur, getting caught in your whiskers.”

“May I enter?”

Aunt Tigress steps aside. “If you must.”

The horned serpent ducks into the small space, stepping carefully around boxes of exotic feathers and clay pots. He wears no shoes, and forgets to transform his feet, so white, worn branches appear beneath his fur mantle.

“Why don’t you sit, oh great lord,” Aunt Tigress says loudly, gesturing to her ratty couch.

The horned serpent considers for a moment, and then sits. “Tonight, I led the night hunt,” he says.

“Oh, I’m aware,” Aunt Tigress says. “It’s a big deal, after all, the lord descending every four years to chase an errant lover. Or is it a father figure? None of the women I took stories from could tell me.”

“I couldn’t sense him this time,” the lord says. “Not because he didn’t want to be found, but because something happened to him.”

“And you tracked his residual scent here.” Aunt Tigress stands over him. “Fine. First, satisfy my curiosity. He was your lord once, wasn’t he? Why’d you overthrow him? Did you hate him?”

The horned serpent stares at Aunt Tigress, eyes strangely young.

“Because if you loved him, why’d you do it?” Aunt Tigress muses. She leans in. Her legs shake a little, but it is from a deep, uncontrollable excitement—years of planning reaping harvest. Drool gathers along her mouth. Oblivious, she continues, “Did you want to replace him as lord?”

A tempered pause, and then the horned serpent bows his head. “I coveted.”

A simple answer, but Aunt Tigress says, “Coveted his power? No, I don’t think so. If you defeated him, you were plenty strong already.” She thinks for a moment longer, and then laughs. “I think I understand. As lords grow in power, our realms can no longer contain them. When that happens, lords of our world will move to higher planes of existence. The thunderbird was so powerful he was about to move to the Sky to become a god, or move to realms you can never reach, but you wouldn’t let him leave without you.

“And now, every step you take leaves cracks in our world. You should’ve ascended to the Sky long ago, but you won’t leave either.” Aunt Tigress chuckles. “Is that the big secret all along? Our terrifying, unfathomable lord: just a lovesick, selfish hatchling.”

The horned serpent’s head tips lower. The sight is like a mountain collapsing, tumbling into cold valleys.

Aunt Tigress stares at the top of his head, disappointment pulling the corners of her sour mouth downward. “I thought perhaps you were a kindred soul,” she tells the horned serpent. “That you could understand my ambitions. But reality is lonely.”

“You promised to tell me where he is,” the horned serpent reminds her.

Aunt Tigress sighs. “For a long time, your bird was here in this city. He opened a little café, made sweet desserts, told stories to children, gave jobs to homeless sprites and phantoms who couldn’t find their way home. Everyone knew, of course, except you.”

“They said he wore a suit sometimes,” the horned serpent says quietly, “when he wore a human face. They said he looked well.”

“Until almost four years ago, when I came along.” Aunt Tigress straightens her shoulders and puffs up her chest, as humans do.

The horned serpent does not blink. “You are not a threat to him. Even if he is not the lord, he can drown cities.”

“But he loves us,” Aunt Tigress says.

“He’s not dead,” the horned serpent insists. “I would feel that.”

“Of course you would,” Aunt Tigress gloats. “I’ll summon him right now. It’ll take a while, and I doubt you’ll recognize him. But if you’re patient, it’ll be the reunion you’ve been dreaming of, all these millennia.”

My fingers scrabble at the window, and I nearly fall off the lawn chair. Summon the thunderbird? Summon Mr. Rain? Can Aunt Tigress do that?

Aunt Tigress retreats into her adjoining bathroom. Through the open door, I see her side profile. She kicks the chest buried under her dirty laundry. Inside, glass Mason jars rattle and the witch seeds fermenting there cry out. Aunt Tigress kicks again, and the seeds scream. I hear their small fists pound against their jars. Their screams are loud enough that my fox’s ears flatten, and even some of the humans in neighboring homes can hear them.

In the distance, the witch tree approaches, drawn by the sounds of its frightened children. Its voice rattles in the earth, drawing sizzling cracks in the snow and ice. Yellow fog pours upward from the split ground of the parking lot, pooling in window frames and the underside of eavestroughs. I turn my ears, listening to its approach. I cover my nose against the floral scent in the wind.

Even with my nose and mouth covered, and even though I know the witch tree wears illusions, the witch tree still looks like the Suit when it appears through the fog. I press against the side of Aunt Tigress’s house and flinch when that blind, hair-gelled head turns in my direction. But the witch tree doesn’t see me either.

The witch tree stops at the steps of the house and reaches out a limb. Its white dress shirt is wet, and the skin beneath is dark with rot. 

The wires of Aunt Tigress’s screen door sizzle and snap, peeling away from the witch tree’s touch. The witch tree turns the door knob slowly, and clatters into the house, stepping one brown dress shoe in, and then the other, leaving black sludge and mismatched prints in the snow and up the stairs. The single-wide rocks with its weight.

I look down at my hands, willing them to stop shaking. After everything—the witch tree, the witherot, the wendigos, the lords, my ghoul fox—why am I still scared of the Suit? Not the witch tree’s illusion, but the human I met briefly in a dark parking lot. 

It is a while before I am able to lay my palms on the cold siding of Aunt Tigress’s house and stretch up to peer inside again.

The room inside is brightly lit, and through the waft of yellow fog, every puncture and hole in the witch tree’s body is on display.

The horned serpent watches the witch tree, a furrow in his human brow. At first, uncomprehending. Then, his mouth drops open. He sits forward, nostrils flaring and slit eyes blowing wide. Neither horned serpents nor his buffalo guise know how to hide emotion, so all his thoughts show on his human face. A look of wonder, and deep despair.

He calls a name I don’t recognize. 

But I know the horned serpent lord has fallen under the witch tree’s illusions, like any mortal. When I look at the witch seed, I always see the Suit because I was afraid of him. Janet sees her mom, because she loves her.

The horned serpent looks at the witch tree and dreams of the thunderbird.

I watch the witch tree’s scent overwhelm the horned serpent. He falls into a bouquet of flowers and alcohol, the smells of fermenting intoxication, and it clouds his thoughts. 

The horned serpent destroyed the waystation, I remember. He is not just the beautiful broodling from Mr. Rain’s story, nor the lord I admired as a girl. The horned serpent is my father’s killer. This is Aunt Tigress’s revenge.

But I feel no satisfaction, nor sense of karma settling home to rest. I look between the three of us: Aunt Tigress and the horned serpent, and then down at my own hands, gingerly resting on the window ledge. I hurt Mr. Rain. I hurt Janet’s mom. I hurt my own fox. And a dozen creatures in the woods and city of my youth. Whenever I try to conjure anger or hatred toward the lord, I feel guilt instead. When I think of Father, even after watching him die, I don’t feel incited to vengeance or violence . . . I just remember those calm afternoons, where he cradled me close, and his tail swept against the fur-ridden rug, all of us lit orange in the sunlight.

“It’s a trick,” I whisper. Then louder: “That’s not Mr. Rain, lord!” I shout through the window. I pound on the siding of the house, and my nails scrape against the window screen.

Even though this is the serpent lord’s story, he doesn’t hear me. One of my fox’s ears flicks.

The horned serpent leans his human forehead against the witch tree’s shoulder. “Who did this to you?” he asks.

The witch tree steps closer, both hands raised, and embraces the horned serpent. Long, root-like tentacles knot behind the serpent’s back. Immersed in the putrid, floral illusions, the horned serpent allows this.

Then I smell a whiff of medicine. The witch tree drives something through the horned serpent’s peat moss pelt and into his side, into the seventh segment of his long spine. The horned serpent hisses. He twists his head back to see that the broken segment of his own horn—lost in a fight with a tiger a few years ago—is pierced into his hip. Oily ink spurts through the pelt, across the couch and tea table. He stares, disbelieving.

It has been centuries since the horned serpent felt pain. From his memories, I’ve seen how being the lord of the plains and the leader of the night hunt has made him complacent.

The horned serpent puts a hand on the tear in his pelt. The injury reaches a deeper part of him than had been exposed in millennia. The puncture bleeds only a little ink, where the lord’s serpent scales break and small dimensional cracks web out. The lord stammers to the witch tree, “Why would you hurt me?”

Behind them, Aunt Tigress appears, swathed in Grandmama’s orange pelt. Through the haze, her hunched frame and orange eyes look like an animal’s. “You smell my scent now, don’t you? Don’t you remember? Eight years ago, you found and killed a tiger. He broke one of your horns, and you ran him through with the other one.” Her voice is low, licking and wet. “He was my brother. You were looking for me, not him. See, I’m the one that hunted the thunderbird. I’m the one that hunts you now.”

The horned serpent ignores Aunt Tigress. 

“Wait,” the horned serpent demands, when the witch tree backs away. “Stay.”

The witch tree takes another step back, diminishing into the thick of the fog and out of the door. The serpent reaches out, and for a moment his fingers seem to touch the wet, sludge-covered suit. And then the witch tree is gone.

With the horned serpent’s back turned to her, Aunt Tigress lunges forward and clutches the protruding end of the broken horn. She rips. The horned serpent cries out, coils bunching and writhing beneath his pelt. The wound in his side tears scales and sinews, snapping a frail serpentine rib. 

Aunt Tigress’s grin is black-lipped and vicious. She twists the horn once, and then—in long, practiced motion, begins skinning the pelt from the lord. 

The horned serpent might have fought back, but Aunt Tigress is not content to do harm in silence. She presses close. Her voice is light. “Four years ago, a few months after your night hunt passed, I used a brew of witch seed to seal the thunderbird’s power. As he writhed, he bottled lightning inside himself so he wouldn’t damage the city around him. He was too preoccupied to see me. I snuck up to him, pressed his head into the mud, pulled his wings back from his shoulders. I tore the hollow bones from his wings. I carved out the pupils in both of his eyes. Then I left him in the water-filled crater of his coffee shop.”

Hearing that, the horned serpent just shakes. He opens his mouth to speak, but Aunt Tigress cuts him off. “It’s the natural order to take from the weak. If it wasn’t me, it would’ve been someone else. He had what I needed, and you have what I need.”

The lord writhes beneath his pelt, serpent coils bunching. “You think you can kill me, Tigress?” he rasps.

“I’m not a murderer.” Aunt Tigress sounds offended. “I’m sewing myself a new skin, my lord, and I’m using nothing but the best. That means him. And you. That’s why I’ve spent a decade hunting you.”

Aunt Tigress does not have time to harvest anything further from the lord. She barely carves a swath of peat moss up to his shoulders, and then the horned serpent sheds that skin. He opens a crack in space that shimmers like broken glass. Then he flees. The deep wound leaves a trail of inky stories. A line of red clouds bleeds through in the sky as the lord escapes back to the in-between and the safe ranks of his night hunt.

Immediately, I feel the pull of the horned serpent’s story, pulling me into his next memory. I dig my heels into the snow, and claw into the window ledge of Aunt Tigress’s home. I don’t want to go. I won’t go anymore. I refuse to be tossed from one memory to next. I promised both Jack and Janet that I’d find Aunt Tigress. I can’t go. I bite the window ledge, holding this memory between my teeth.

I hear a sound like flesh ripping, and my thoughts tear. It isn’t pain, exactly. It is a sensation like a piano wire sawing through my skull, from temple to temple. I nearly lose my grip on the window to clutch my ears. I scream out against the pull of the horned serpent, and I stay. 

I cling to this memory of Aunt Tigress, until the pull fades to a futile tether in the back of my mind. I relax my sore mouth. The ground sways. I pant, and climb back up to look through the window. I need to know what Aunt Tigress does next.  

Inside, Aunt Tigress swears. She glances out her window, past my head and up to the snowy night. She knows she is out of time. Once the lord gathers himself and the night hunt, he will be back. From her plastic shrink wraps, she pulls out a pair of skeletal wings, pieced together from the hollow frame of a thunderbird, and brushes pockets of dust from it. Aunt Tigress begins stitching all of it together—her life’s work. First, the orange scarf, then the peat moss pelt over top, and the wings over it all. Her needle moves fast, as she molds flight lines into her creation. Neat, double lines of stitches, with thread woven from the ieli hair I hunted for her all those years ago.

The witch tree ambles up to the house, materializing out of the fog. She stares at Aunt Tigress with her silent, sullen grievances. Eventually, she mimes an exaggerated gesture, cradling imaginary bundles between her arms. 

Sweat tiptoes a line from Aunt Tigress’s brow into the dip of her neck. She hastily puts the next few stitches into her creation. “Really, it’s your children who gave me the idea. Taking parts from lords. It hadn’t even occurred to me. I was just going to eat the thunderbird.”

She sews faster. “It’s natural order, you know. The strong consume the weak and obtain their power. You should know. You’re the living embodiment of stealing power from someone else.”

Once she finishes with the skin, Aunt Tigress takes up her glue gun and attaches the far-seeing eyes she’d stolen from the thunderbird. She steps out of her human clothes and begins slipping her body into her masterpiece. “But I ran into a problem, see. I needed to condition my body to fit into this skin. I’m old. I needed more power than I could get by feeding on prey spirits. And there they were. Neatly packaged morsels, flush with the thunderbird’s nourishing rain. I knew I would get dozens more of them in the years to come. I had to eat them all. It was the only way.”

The witch tree shakes. The sound of her rattling leaves is strangely sinister.

“If you want to blame anything, blame this jagged-toothed world. Someone else made these rules. We all just play by them.” Aunt Tigress’s expression turns gentle. “I promise you; I’ll transcend this dimension. I’ll push through that ceiling, past the in-between, to the Sky. When I become a being equal to gods, I’ll create worlds where no one will ever have to feed on the weak to grow.”

Except Aunt Tigress never worried about the weak, or about anything beyond what she can take. She takes and takes, eats and eats. And now she rummages through her piled-high boxes and draws out the skin of Miranda, the nurse she killed. 

Aunt Tigress busies herself with affairs of ascension, and sweeps out of her home for the in-between, and then the sky. She spares no glance toward the witch tree, leaving it behind in her hoarded shelves and heaps. I watch Aunt Tigress climb away from the earth. I could follow her, pass into Aunt Tigress’s memories, but I don’t. Instead, I stay back on the snowy lot, with the victims she leaves behind.

As soon as Aunt Tigress is out of sight, my fox bounds out of the house, finally free. I don’t follow her either. Instead, I slip through the open door into Tigress’s single-wide. The witch tree stays in that room for several more hours, eventually unfurling from its withered position. It upends chairs and cushions, searching for children I know it doesn’t find. Air hisses through the holes in the witch tree’s body, emitting shrill, whistling screams. Every cell and pore of it screams. “Cu . . .” it croaks. “Cu . . .” 

And then it tears past me—and I know this brokenhearted old one is off to find me: the oblivious, lovestruck version of me from a few weeks ago. I check my phone. Nearly three o’clock on a night before exams. Right on time.

終
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REMEMBRANCE

歷歷在目

After escaping the horned serpent’s stories, I do not know where to go or how to wake up in-between. I wander for a while, finding memories and stories of my loved ones to peer into. 

At first, these memories were ones I experienced. Father running beside me on my first bike ride, keeping up long after a human parent might have fallen behind. Telling Father over cereal that I’d be lord of the Sky realm one day. Mama brushing foundation across my nose and laughing when I sneezed.

And then, I moved to memories I wasn’t present for—events from before I was born, or when I was in school, or simply elsewhere. These are details neither the horned serpent nor I can possibly know. Yet . . . I see them. I’m not sure if they are true, or if my lost mind simply makes them up. 

I observe Paul’s tentative new friendships at university. His first beer with friends, and he wondered if beer contained animal products. 

And eventually, I settle on following Mama’s stories. Between her doctorate and a career in pest control, Mama is always right. Perhaps, if I follow Mama, I’ll find out what to do.

媽媽的故事

Mama’s memories are organized like her alphabetized bookshelf and her neatly stacked pantry. Mama’s stories feel like the four walls of my bedroom, where my family kept me, and kept me safe. I follow Mama through her life. For decades, I think, until I lose track of myself.

Before coming to Canada, Mama lived a structured still life of filial exceptionalism. Her grades were always just a few points short of perfection, and her athleticism a few hairs away from championships. She played piano, recited poetry, and ran the newspaper club at school. She propelled herself from a rural high school into a prestigious university, and then received a scholarship to go abroad. She was cordial with family, generous with friends. She knew how to dress, how to demure, how to flirt and flatter and brag. And once she came to Canada, she never went back.

All of that paints an incomplete picture of Sheila Yi-Lan Lin, though, because Mama was also, perhaps, romantic. She loved ugly things—summer toads and winged termites and even the scorpions in the cracked walls of old houses. She read about affairs and murders and, as a hobby, graphed out the scandals of world states in bold 7mm pencils. Perhaps by the same token, she loved a certain type of man. It was never intentional, or conscious, but perhaps because she considered herself a strong woman, she liked to tame the gleam of meanness in their eyes or raise her voice when they came upon her loudly.

Mama’s first boyfriend was a secret, because her family didn’t approve of romances in school. She was class president, and he was a bully. It could have been a teen drama. Her second was a torrid overnight affair on the eve of graduation, and because she had never learned about such things, she wondered if bruises were normal. In Canada, she briefly met Paul’s dad at a frat party—one of many such dalliances across several drunken semesters. There was never trauma, or the kinds of abuses that left her awake at night, but halfway through graduate school, Sheila Lin was tired of romances with hard men.

She moved to Calgary after school, and stayed a few months with a short, balding patriarch everyone called Mr. Li. He was a family friend from the mainland, who lived in a mansion just south of the city. Mama stayed in their spare bedroom and worked at Li’s grocery franchise with Li’s son. Father was paid to give feng shui advice at Mr. Li’s house and install a new television. There, Mama saw Father sneak food from Li’s fridge and skulk away to his beat-up Saturn sedan. She strutted down the long driveway to rap on his window. “I saw you take the food,” she said.

Father, caught off guard, looked up, and beneath his squinted tiger smile, Mama saw his orange eyes and sharp canines. A hint of savagery. He filled out the driver’s seat, and the steering wheel was a toy between his fleshy hands. But Father, despite his size and his arching fangs and raking claws, did not have the pride of a man, nor the violence of one. Unlike Aunt Tigress, Father was a calm animal, old enough to be wary of humans and powerful in silence. Father lowered his eyelids over his shining eyes and said, “I did. I wouldn’t have, except I haven’t eaten since coming to this city.”

Mama, who was ready for backlash, was amazed. She leaned against his car and continued, eyes bright to match the orange in his, “Let’s make a deal. You put those steaks back, and we’ll grab a nice dinner tonight. My treat.”

• • •

Mama, in all her sensibilities, didn’t believe Father was a tiger at first. But over the long years they courted and then were married, Sheila Yi-Lan Lin started to see—hints and silhouettes at first, and then glimpses of orange out of the corners of her eyes. Slowly, so slowly, she started to believe.

On the night I was born, I didn’t come out the way everyone hoped. Mama gave birth at home, with only Mr. Li in the room for many hours. I was small, and everyone commented that it was an easy birth. It didn’t feel easy. In a cresting wave of agony, Mama saw a tiger nose the door open. He’d changed into clean clothes before entering, but there was still a hint of the hunt in his hair, under his nails and behind his teeth. The tiger had taken her to bed and held her hand. “I thought tigers were all absent fathers,” Mama had told him, squeezing his paw until it bruised. The tiger replied, “You’re human.”

Father made Mama a thick, pungent broth of goose meat and offal. He stitched a skin for me, and neither Mama nor I ever had the courage to ask where that skin came from.

Mama saw Father’s tiger sporadically from that point on. When she came home early some afternoons, she saw Father sprawled, asleep on the living room floor in the warmest patch of sunlight in the house. His jaw was always slack, and his palms always looked warm. In those languid afternoon naps, Mama saw a long orange-and-black coat, a swishing tail. After I was a few weeks old, I would be there too, nestled against his chest. My cheek pressed against Father’s chin. Sometimes, Mama took off her jacket and curled against his back to sleep, where she dreamed of animal pelts and tall forests.

From my seat on Father’s knees, I learned all the little stories about my grandmama’s life, and insider details on rural myths. I heard stories of lords and great creatures in the Sky and the wonders of the other world. Yet Father rarely spoke of his own life stories, and I never asked.

After Father was gone, Mama waited for me to ask about him, but it never happened. I wove a fantasy of a supernatural father who lived in the woods, who was bigger than schools and part-time jobs and being a stay-at-home dad.

I never knew that Father spent four years trying to fit his mouth around French consonants before giving up. Or that he broke every computer he ever touched; he wore gloves to learn accounting software to help Mama with work. I didn’t hear him practice children’s books slowly and carefully, stumbling over unlikely word endings. I wasn’t with him in the kitchen when he tasted vegan meat for the first time—the way he pulled his lips back and huffed with laughter.

I’m sure, to Mama, it never felt like the Father in my fantasies was her husband at all. And because she felt exhaustingly, madly alone, even when I ate and talked and grew up in the same room, she eventually married Stepdad dearest and allowed Aunt Tigress back into our lives.

• • •

Four years ago, when I was sixteen and just cut off my connection with Aunt Tigress, Sheila Yi-Lan Lin sits alone in a booth at the food court of Deerfoot outlet mall. A thermos of tea warms Mama’s fingers. The real me is probably at school at this time, or at home, sick. 

I watch Mama twist her wedding ring between each sip. She checks over her shoulders at the crowds. Twice, her phone vibrates with messages she doesn’t answer. She finishes her tea and, after a moment’s pause, removes her wedding ring.

She sets the ring next to the tea. Turns it so the plain band and the tiny diamond glitter. It is a cheap ring, because Stepdad dearest was cheap, on top of everything else. A normal ring, he had told Mama, to represent an ordinary love and ordinary happiness. At the time, I suppose Mama was tired of the extraordinary. Of how alone she felt in the face of her extraordinary family and the extraordinary danger that took Father away.

After a few minutes, Aunt Tigress slides into the seat across from Mama, dropping a red tray on the table and spraying thick Shanghai noodles. Mama snatches up the ring and twists it back on her finger. It catches against her knuckle and bruises the skin there before settling in place.

Aunt Tigress is tense, her body taut like an open bow. Red lipstick smears up her cheeks. Aunt Tigress picks the meat from her dish and chews with her mouth open. “Problems with that pig that replaced my brother?” Tigress asks, her Chinese lofty with jeering.

Mama taps her empty thermos on the table. “Problems with my daughter,” Mama says. Her voice is accusatory, and she lets the venom of it show.

I flinch. I didn’t know Mama met Aunt Tigress to discuss me. There are so many things she never told me, and I suppose I never asked.  

Mama continues, “Did you know she was missing?”

“Was she?” Tigress asks. “Sounds irresponsible of you.”

“Ten days.” Mama squeezes the table edge until her ring digs in and her knuckles hurt. “I didn’t know where she was. She didn’t leave a message. I finally found her in Kensington in the rain, shaking and terrified, and now there’s something wrong with her.”

“I’m sure your new human husband was terribly worried about her,” Tigress says, and then adds, “It was eight days. And you got what you wanted too.”

Sheila chokes. “Me? I wanted my daughter missing, and then traumatized?”

“The girl cut ties with me.” Tigress leans over her plate, and half-stands so she looms over Mama. Her brown scarf swells to double its size. Her pupils dilate. Her lips pull back, revealing dark gums underneath and a breath that smells of marrow and raw flesh. “She took scissors and gouged out the thread from her chest. Did you force her? Do you know what cutting does to a cub her age?”

Mama’s spine pinches in. She stands as well, until her face is a breath from the Tigress’s. From that angle, she can see Aunt Tigress’s teeth.   

I tense up, even though I haven’t been able to interfere in or change any of Mama’s memories. Mama is in danger, standing so close to Aunt Tigress, to a skinny predator, thinly dressed in human wrappings. 

“Doesn’t matter,” Tigress says. “Relationships can be rebuilt. Tam and I have a connection beyond that now. The lord killed my brother and her father. We have a common enemy.”

“Do you love Tam?” Mama interrupts.

That catches Aunt Tigress off guard. “Of course,” she says, quickly. “She’s all that’s left of my brother, and my mother’s bloodline.”  

Mama stares. Like me, she tries to find Father in the square lines of Tigress’s face, in her wrinkles and protruding ears and round, brown eyes. Eventually, Aunt Tigress clears her throat and sits back down, rearranging her brown shawl around her shoulders. She pulls a bulky leather purse into her lap from the seat next to her. “I have a check for Tam. For her work this month. And an early birthday present.”

Aunt Tigress pushes a battered, damp shoebox across the table. It takes a moment before the odor reaches Mama. Foul—an acidic assault. Diners at nearby tables recoil. Mama lifts a corner of the box, and her lips turn down when she looks at the fox cadaver inside. She promptly drops the box lid.

“No,” she says. “You’re not giving this to her.”

“Mama, you have to take it,” I plead, but of course, she doesn’t hear me. She never does. No matter how long I follow Mama’s memories, she never notices me. I am just a one-sided leech, like I’ve always been. I press next to Mama, sitting so close our thoughts merge.

“It’s a ghoul,” Aunt Tigress protests. “I spent eight years marinating it in misery and grudges so it’s primed and violent and ready. I have to start teaching the cub to control it, or it’ll turn the tables on her.”

Mama says, “You’ll keep this away from her. No. You stay away from her from now on. Forget her birthday, her phone number, our address,” she says. “You keep to your side of the city.”

“And why would I do that?” Aunt Tigress asks. And just as Mama looks through her to search for her dead husband, Aunt Tigress looks past Mama as well. They, neither of them, are people to each other, just obstacles.

Mama folds her arms, defensive. “Tam was young. She didn’t really know her father. Just a fantasy of a mighty predator. I let you into Tam’s life, despite my misgivings, because I thought she might find her father in you.” She watches the way Aunt Tigress’s brow shades her eyes, and the wrinkles above her nose. “But you are not anything like my husband, are you?”

Aunt Tigress shows her teeth. “Former husband.”

“Yes, and I know why.” Mama settles back in her seat. “I know why he died.” It seems almost a miracle that Mama’s voice doesn’t break.

Both women are still a moment. Slowly, Tigress leans back. There is a look of almost genuine confusion, and if I hadn’t seen what happened on that rainy roadway that day, I might’ve believed it. Tigress picks at her teeth with the nail of a pinky, and her eyes are orange, watchful.

“And what do you think you know?” Tigress asks, voice almost a warning. “You can’t even see us.”

“I see more than Tam does,” Mama says, voice hard. “I saw him the day he died. He fought an invisible being, and he told it something.”

Tigress sits very still across from Mama, and says nothing.

“‘Lord,’” Mama remembers, “‘it wasn’t me. I’m not the tiger you’re looking for.’” She watches Tigress across the table. She is crying again. I want to touch the tears sliding down her weathered cheeks. “But when the lord asked ‘who,’” Mama goes on, “my husband didn’t answer. Who was the lord looking for? After all these years, there’s still just one answer that makes sense.”

Tigress opens her mouth, but doesn’t answer. She puts the shoebox—fox cadaver and all—next to her on the seat. Mama puts a loosely clenched fist against her mouth, breathes through her teeth and knuckles for a moment. “He’s your only family, and I saw . . . I can see how alone you are. I shouldn’t hate you. I shouldn’t, but I keep putting Band-Aids over my anger, and it doesn’t work.”

“I’m going to avenge him,” Tigress says. “That’s what Tam and I have been doing. Tam helped me take down a being the lord loves. I’ll do something about him soon enough.”

“You know what’s worse?” Mama asks. “My husband died rather than give you up, and at his funeral, you took your grandmother’s skin and cut a piece into his coffin. Poor Tam always thought being cremated with the orange scarf was some sort of ritual or tradition, but Tiger never mentioned anything like that to me. And I’m not an idiot.”

There are people watching now, and Mama cups her red, wet face with both hands. She watches Tigress as if she can see through that brown shawl, through the skin of her and into the skeleton underneath.

“For as long as I’ve known you, Tigress, you’ve been trying to kill this lord. For years, long before you had reason to. When you got your brother killed, you cut your scent into his casket so that when he was cremated and that smoke sent him skyward, the lord would think you were already dead. And you stopped wearing your orange scarf after that.”

I gasp. I fix my squinting, incredulous gaze on Aunt Tigress.

Mama folds her hands on the table edge and bows her head. “Whatever you want to do, I’m begging you to leave my daughter alone. If she’s cut ties with you, let’s just leave it there. She’s sixteen. She should have homework and friends and boyfriends—or girlfriends. She shouldn’t have to avenge her father by hunting a dangerous god.” When she lifts her head again, her eyes are dry, and for the first time in a little while, she looks unafraid. “And if you don’t leave her alone, I’ll tell her exactly why her father died, and how you took advantage of that.”

And this is how Mama kept Aunt Tigress away, kept me safe all these years, in all the places I never knew. I try to grab Mama’s arm, but she slips through my fingers, and I can only watch the rest of her memory play out, exactly the way she remembers.

“I loved him,” Aunt Tigress says.

 “I know,” Mama says. 

Tigers shouldn’t be able to cry—I never had the lacrimal glands for it—but Mama and Tigress both cry that day. Fat teardrops carve through the foundation on their cheeks. Ugly and shameless in a food court at an outlet mall, with a rotting fox in a box and a wedding ring askew on the wrong finger.

終

I sit at that food court table long after Mama and Aunt Tigress leave. Mama should have told me, I think. I was twelve when Father died, not four, and I saved her, didn’t I? If Mama told me about Aunt Tigress, I would have listened, right?

My nose twitches, and I breathe in the residual odors from Aunt Tigress, trying to remember Father’s scent. I try, but instead, I follow my nose to Aunt Tigress’s side of the booth, to where my fox’s shoebox sits forgotten. The other diners in the food court cluster away from the smell of rancid flesh and bile. I wonder how long it took Aunt Tigress to return to retrieve my fox.

I was sixteen this year, and too focused on my own misery to notice what Mama was going through. I should have been here with Mama. We should have stood up to Aunt Tigress together, and I should have saved my fox years earlier. Instead, I’d worked for my aunt, hurt people with her, and let her turn me into her weapon. 

I sink into the booth and lean down to strip the tape and seals off the shoebox. The putrid scent, the chill at my fingertips. I remove the shoebox lid.

My fox looks up at me from where she curls with her perforated ears over her tired face. She is threaded with maggots and white fungal growths. Something beneath the faded gray pelt moves, rippling as if alive. She doesn’t have enough room to turn around, her paws are tucked tight beneath her chin, and her tails are soiled between her legs. The fur on them had rotted away. Her nose twitches, and her ears flatten along her neck. She meets my eyes, and I can no longer tell if this is Mama’s memory, or my own fantasy.

“It’s all right,” I whisper to my fox. I reach out a hand to her, stroking along her wet, putrid fur. “You can see me? Nobody else can see me.”

My fox snaps. Her teeth close around my fingers, drawing deep wells of red. I gasp.

My skin splits and peels. I see the sinews of my little finger, and the pale ridge of bone. Horror, a second or two late. I yank my hand back. The fox hangs onto my hand by her teeth, and her ragdoll body drags across the bench. My blood smears across the dirty booth.

My fox’s vicious eyes burn like white smoke, and her black lips stretch in gleeful, ecstatic malice. Her teeth dig deeper. I hear a snap. My finger tears loose, hanging by ripped musculature. “One day,” my fox promises around a mouthful of my hand, “I’ll eat your skin.”

I scream.
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PASSING NIGHT SHIPS

萍水相繫

In that space where recollection and fantasy blur, I hide in the safest memory I can find. My childhood living room faces west and, in the afternoons, yellow rectangles crawl down the walls and across the furniture. Father and I used to sleep there. When stretched out, Father spans the entire shaggy rug, and his palms are thick and heavy. In my memory, the heat steeps into every part of the room, drenching the air and fabrics. The floor, the couches, the window—everything is hot to the touch. Everyone is heavy and sleepy.

In my memory, Father cradles a young version of me in his arms. “Tam,” he says, “never get too lost in their mythologies to make your own way.”

“I wouldn’t be that dumb,” that younger me proclaims, smug and certain. She is so young, so confident, that my chest clenches when I hear her speak. Father is patient with her. Looking back on this memory now, I realize how much of his gentle arms were made of thick, roping muscle, how rough his skin is, and how careful he has to be so I never felt anything but love.

Father holds a five-year-old me, speaks softly to her, until she falls asleep. He lays the five-year-old on the rug.

Then, he comes around the couch to where a twenty-year-old version of me curls in as small a fetal position as I can manage. I clutch my bloody finger to my chest. I shrink when the couch is moved.   

“Tam?” Father’s voice is tentative. He kneels down next to me and brushes my loose hair behind my exposed ear.

How can Father see me? Or the fox? I don’t have the leisure to figure that out.

Because hearing Father’s voice call out to me reminds me. Father is dead. He is dead. The thought of it is so unfair, so horrible, that my breath chokes out. I uncurl, and launch myself at Father. My arms wrap around him, and my face presses into his laundry-scented shirt. He catches me, but my adult weight sends us both crashing to the floor. Across the room, the five-year-old me murmurs and nearly wakes.   

Father sits on the edge of the rug, legs sprawled at an awkward angle. I hold him so tightly my whole body shakes, and my breath rattles, wheezes. Carefully, Father sets his familiar, heavy hands on my back. Warm, like the sunlight that permeates all of this memory. He strokes down my spine.

“Tam.” Father’s voice is breathless with wonder. “You’re so big.”

My rattling breathing breaks into painful laughs. “I can drink coffee now,” I tell Father, voice against his heartbeat. He still has a heartbeat here, in my memories. “I can drive. I . . . I don’t just eat cereal for breakfast.”

Father smiles. At twenty, I am almost as large as he is. Holding him close, I can feel the angular differences of his skeleton, awkward beneath his human skin. Standing upright must hurt, and walking on two legs must be difficult. His shoulder blades are narrow, and his knees feel different from Mama’s or Paul’s or Janet’s.

Father tries to lift my head to look at me, but I keep my face stubbornly downcast. Instead, he holds my injured hand and blows on the teeth marks. The injury hasn’t stopped bleeding. A flap of skin hangs loose. Father’s eyes narrow and his mouth turns tight. “What happened?”

“I’m hiding,” I tell him. “The horned serpent bleeds stories, so when he lost control, he created all these memories to hide in.” Father opens his mouth, but I cut him off. “I know. You told me I shouldn’t get lost in someone else’s stories, or whatever. But you died, so you don’t really get a say.”

Father’s smile falters. “I know.”

I pull my bleeding hand out of his. “You know?”

“The reason you’re looking for me here, in your memories, is because I’m gone,” Father tries to explain, except it only makes me angry.   

Father’s careful touch, his powerful body, and even the knowledge that he fought a lord on even footing and broke a horn—all of it makes me angry. “Then why didn’t you stop it?” I demand. I try to raise my voice, but it rasps and breaks instead of increasing in volume. “You always have lessons to teach, so you shouldn’t have died! It’s your fault! All of it is your fault! If you hadn’t died . . .”

If Father had lived, my fox wouldn’t have suffered so many years. I wouldn’t fight with Mama all the time. I wouldn’t have hurt Janet’s mom, or Mr. Rain. Aunt Tigress wouldn’t have hurt the lord, and the world wouldn’t be ending in rocks and dirt. “Why didn’t you just tell the lord the truth that day?” I ask. “Aunt Tigress was the one who angered the lord. Why didn’t you just tell him that? Why did you let him kill you?”

“I . . .” Father shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

“And you never taught me how to be a tiger,” I say, through gritted teeth.

“I never wanted to teach you how to be a tiger,” Father protests. “Not all tigers are the same, and you should choose what’s right for you.”

“There’s nothing right about me,” I roar. My good hand grabs a fistful of his shirt hem. “I feel sick when I don’t eat enough meat. I never know what Mama’s thinking. I’m scared all the time. Father, this can’t be right. I don’t want to be scared anymore.”

Father doesn’t say anything.

“Say something! You’re always like this,” I plead. “I didn’t need your lessons. I needed you. Mama and I needed you.”

Instead of speaking, Father wraps around me. He never cries either, but just for a little, his grip on me is so tight it hurts.

“You died, so Mama married this awful human.” I hiccup, losing my breath in my tirade. “I did so many terrible things with Aunt Tigress. I hurt so many people. I almost didn’t graduate because I missed so many days of school.”

Both of us, both animal and human, curl together. I miss Father’s scent. Whatever photos and videos Mama collected; we didn’t have any way to preserve the smell of him. Mama tried for me, buying the same detergent brand, the same deodorant, and after we had to sell our home, she rented a place with a west-facing living room window. But none of it came close enough. I turn my face up, so I can see Father, silhouetted in all that sunlight. I touch his cheek, feeling the broad feline skull beneath that beloved face. I remember him so well that I hardly ever looked at his photo, on our mantel above the fireplace.

“I wish you’d seen me graduate,” I told my father. “I got drunk. That was the only time I wore a dress, and I only said yes because it was orange and reminded me of you. I got into uni, Father, and I have a brother now.” I try to smile, but it doesn’t come out right. “I met a girl, and if you’d just met her, you would’ve really liked her . . . you would’ve . . .”

“Tam,” Father whispers, “Tam, I wanted to be there.”

My voice wheezes. Even in my memories, I can’t cry.

Father’s voice is gentle. My ears flatten against my skull, but I hear him anyway. “I wanted to be there for everything. Every moment. Maybe . . . maybe I won’t be there at the end of your story, but I promise. I promise that at the end of mine, I was thinking of you.”

“The end of my story,” I wonder.

Father lifts me to my hands and feet. His tiger eyes are orange. “Tam, are you too busy hiding in other people’s mythologies? Won’t you show me how your story ends?”

• • •

I am startled out of my comatose state by pain in my left hand. 

I cry out, nose stinging. There is so much agony in my body that I instantly realize I am back. I’m back in my physical body, caught in-between. All the black inky scripts are gone from my field of vision. My left elbow feels sprained, and my flesh feels mismatched, wrong, where the dimensions had cut across them. My mouth is full of leaves. I sputter, push branches away from me, and find myself caught in the dense crown of a behemoth tree.

My fox is at my left side, latched onto my little and ring fingers, drinking pumps of blood. I see her throat jump when she swallows. For a moment, the memory of her chewing off my finger ruptures through my thoughts; my heart pounds like a gavel, and my breathing hiccups—but no, no, that was in my dream. My fox had never hurt me like that. In my last real memory of the fox, she was split nearly in half yet still shielding us with ice. Her body is whole now. Stitches of root filaments knit down the hair-thin cracks throughout her body. Mine too. My skin is mended and scarred where the dimensions had cut through my arms and waist. It feels odd.

Some of the leaves smolder, lending a dim, warm light. I choke on a lungful of smoke. I pull a wet sheet of fu from one pocket and a stubby pencil from the other. I scribble a word on it and roll it into a paper tube. I put paper between my teeth. I take a shuddering breath through my fu tube, and pump the air out through my clogged nose. 

I gather my fox close. She looks up at my face, and her ears pull back with delight. She continues to drink. Her tails thrum. Around me, I hear the subdued murmurs of beasts. There is a smell of blood that the ash and rain doesn’t hide.

“Janet . . .” My voice breaks. “Jack?” Their threads are intact upon my chest, pulsing faintly. 

Rooster? And incubus? I pull my familiars toward me by the hair-thin threads joining us. My creatures are nearby, in the leaves. My rooster is nested back in his pebble, somewhere below. My incubus flits down from above, breaking branches, and tangles in my hair. It bawls, rubs a small face wet with moisture against my scalp, and its small fingers dig in. Miniature tears soak into me.

My eyes ache. I’m alive. Hurt, but alive. I scan the spread of green and embers around me, using my free hand to wave smoke from my face. There is a thickly built, rough-scaled mammal somewhere above me, wrapped and enveloped with thin vines, still asleep. Another beast snores somewhere nearby, shaking the boughs with gargantuan dreams.

Despite my long sleep, I am already dizzy, so I cradle my fox and slip off my perch, dropping down to the next branch. I stare pointedly at the fox in my arm. “I said you could feed until I drop.”

My fox releases my bloody finger, and stares at me, incredulous. “You cheat,” she accuses. Her voice is still milky sweet, but the thirst in it frightens me.

“I’m not cheating,” I say. “You’ll drink your fill. But there’s something I want to finish first.”

“There will always be something,” she despairs. She nips at my fingers again. “I want it. I’m hungry. You were late. I want it. I want it.”

“Enough.” I raise my voice, attempting Janet’s authority. “I need to stop Tigress. I still need my strength. Don’t you want to help me?”

My fox gives me a baleful look as if she’s been greatly wronged. She hides her face in my neck. “It’s hot,” she complains. “I’m melting.”

“Because the tree is burning,” I say flatly. “Put up with it until I get us down.” I unzip my sweater and let her settle inside. She is lukewarm and dripping. I zip the sweater back up, which barely muffles her scent. The tree is hot to the touch, like flesh, but doesn’t scald, and the branches are tightly woven. All twigs, even ones as thin as my finger, take my weight without giving. I nudge foliage aside with a foot and begin an uneasy descent.

“Janet?” I call again as I climb. “Jack? Raja?”

The incubus darts below occasionally, before returning to point me in new directions. The going is slow, with only one good arm. I lose track of time, but I grow thirsty and bone-tired, and the branches grow denser. I doze for a few hours, and climb a few more, and sleep, and climb. Several repetitions of this, and I can barely see through the dim smoke. My incubus chatters, anxious. My fox licks me awake. “I won’t feed from you for a long time,” she reassures me, but her voice is worried. “So don’t sleep anymore.”

“I won’t,” I move my mouth, but my throat is too dry to speak.

But I sleep, and while I sleep, my incubus grows clever enough to sort through the threads from my chest and yank on one until, after the fourth time I fall unconscious, my rooster finds us.

He spreads his stone wings, grows in size until he can accommodate, and he carries us downward and outward. It probably takes him a few hours, but I drift in and out during it.

When we emerge out of the foliage, we begin to fall. My rooster beats his wings frantically to slow our descent, and squawks sharply downward. A pincered anteater—one of Raja’s, I remember, with bony ridges in its long tail—charges up to cushion us. I have just enough consciousness to whisper a request around me. The air, already hot and soft, accepts us with a rather haughty attitude, and a moment later, we touch the ground without impact. My rooster immediately curls back into his pebble shape, exhausted. My fox struggles out of my sweater and nestles close to my hand, nudging it.

“Water,” I whisper. “Please.”

The anteater noses up to me, checking the breath misting on my upper lip. Something does bring water to me, soaked in a handful of moss. I suckle, pressing the musty green between my tongue and the roof of my mouth to pinch out any remaining fluid. I wet my throat, but it is not enough. The moss is retrieved, and then returns wet again. Maybe it is a different clump of moss, I can’t tell.

Eventually, someone settles beside me, and I am propped up on a familiar lap. My incubus hums and tunnels back into my hair. “I’ll take over. You get some rest,” I hear a beloved voice say. Fingers find my lips, and a water bottle is offered to me. I open my eyes, and blink through the smoke and ash clouding my pupils.

Janet adjusts her support on the back of my head. I drink deeply—the water and the sight of her. Her blindfold is gone. She’d changed, and past the low collar of a turquoise sweater, I see a thin crack spread up the side of her neck like a plum twig. I wonder if I have similar scars. “More?” she asks when I finish.

I nod against her hand. While she reaches behind her for another bottle, I swallow the thick phlegm buildup in my trachea and rasp, “Janet, you can see?”

Janet glances up at Miss Little’s tree, and immediately pales with nausea. “Not really. My constitution hasn’t improved. I puked out half my innards like a goddamned frog. Ruined a jacket and two hoodies. I still see mostly distortions and colors and shapes blending in impossible ways, but I can now figure out where Raja’s animals are. They have these colorful leads they’re trailing around.”

I drink another bottle before closing my mouth and eyes. Janet pushes one of the cushions from the destroyed ship behind my head. “Hungry?”

“The dimensions? The lord’s blood? Are you hurt?”

“That? Oh no, I’m fine. Miss Little pulled me up into the boughs before the weird ink blood got on me. I just have a cool new scar down my neck that I don’t even feel. Apparently, it looks like a crack on a windshield.” She runs a hand across my wrists and legs and torso and her voice goes quiet. “Looks like you had it much worse. I’m still lucky, I guess.”

She swallows audibly, and her voice lowers. “By the time I woke up, I had to find a way down. Thankfully, I was caught up in the lower branches, and Raja was there. From what he tells me, Miss Little pulled half the hunt out of the collapsing dimensions, and healed the rest with some time-bending vitality mumbo jumbo. So, most of them are now gathered at the base of her trunk. A few were crowing for her to take over as the new lord before Raja chased them off.”

“The horned serpent . . .”

“They’re gone, apparently. Both the serpent and the bird. No one’s seen either of them since the in-between shattered.” She is quiet for a moment. “I can’t see or hear most of this, but I can feel the difference in my fingertips. This space is growing hotter, and the earth is scorched. It doesn’t bode well for us poor ignorant humans down below. I thought your precious, lovely Miss Little is a tree. Why is she on fire?”

“Demon,” I say. I take a bite of the snack bar Janet offers me, and chew as slowly as I can over the hunger.

“You say that like I know all about demons,” Janet says airily. “Most of my life, demons possess little girls and make their heads spin around, or they vomit a lot and mostly speak Latin.”

I laugh, but it hurts my throat. I look up. Most of what I see overhead is the triple-crown of Miss Little, with her acacia leaves and branches smoking. A hint of blue sky shows at the corner of my vision. Where is Jack? He is always better at explaining these things. “Jack?”

“Haven’t seen him.” Janet looks up. “He’s probably still up above. Raja’s animals, and a handful of the hunt willing to help, have been flying up and ferrying folk down before they die of thirst or fall to their deaths. Raja is no help. He’s been out of his mind, since Miss Little hasn’t turned back into a human yet.”

With Janet’s support, I struggle to a sitting position. I squint into the dim light of Miss Little’s embers. I look across the smoky clearing.

“Raja’s . . .” I pause to chew another mouthful of chocolate and grain and yogurt bar. “Is he chopping Miss Little’s tree?” I end with a question because the concept is so strange, with Miss Little’s tree trunk as thick as a city block. “Why would he do that?”

Janet pauses, and sounds pensive. “Maybe because she’s a tree right now.”

“Help me up. Let’s go ask about Jack.”

Janet’s hands tighten around me. She climbs to her feet, and pulls me up as well. I pocket my rooster’s pebble, and run a hand along my snoozing fox. I hang my weight against Janet’s arms, and we limp toward the figure of Raja and the gleaming arc of his ax.

“Now that you’re up, I’m going to give my eyes a rest,” Janet tells me. “It’d be nice to not feel sick anymore.” Despite saying that, the confidence is back in her voice. Perhaps the realization that she could, if she needed to, survive here. Janet is almost herself again.

Janet closes her eyes, so I point out roots and ditches as we walk. There is something very intimate about walking like this, and I’m intensely aware of the heat of her breath and the way her skin feels against my arm. Beneath the scent of blood that still settles over this place, I smell the laundry—lemon and peroxide—on her new change of clothes. I wonder why we ever fight, and why any of that matters, so close to the end of our world.

“Raja,” Janet calls when we approach. “We found Tam.”

Raja pauses with his ax mid-swing. Up close, I notice his ax isn’t metal, but the lord’s broken horn, bound tightly to a shaft from the ruined ship. Raja nods at me, before continuing.

“Chopping the tree doesn’t, like, hurt Miss Little or anything?” Janet asks.

“She likes to travel,” Raja says, voice low. “She likes her work. She likes nice clothing and jewelry, photography and public speaking and comedies and investing in stocks and making harmless deals in her favor.” He wipes at his brow, where a sheen of sweat shines. “She protected us. Now she doesn’t have enough power left to transform into human form.”

Janet asks, “Have you asked her if she wants to be chopped down?”

“She likes the warm sun, and the moment when lightning alights on her branches. When her roots strike groundwater and the coolness runs through her toes. She likes speaking with winds from far away.” Raja looks around at this strange, still realm—cracked and shriveled. “I’m going to take her home. The in-between is done. And being lord, as she always says, is a shit job.”

“It’ll take a decade,” I rasp, eyeing the base of that tree.

“It took me longer last time,” Raja says, and there are bitter notes in his voice.

“Maybe it’s karma,” Janet says. “You know, for all the deals she made that weren’t harmless. Like what she did to Jack?”

Raja’s eyes narrow. “Are you here to taunt me?”

“We’re worried about Jack,” Janet says. “Tam was on the brink of dying of exposure. If Jack is still up in that tree, we need to find him soon.”

“Jack isn’t in the tree.”

“How do you know?” Janet frowns. Her eyes briefly flutter open. “Why didn’t you say anything? You know something we don’t?”

“Do you know where he is?” I ask.

Raja smiles thinly. “He’s not in the tree. He left a while ago, as soon as he woke up.”

“Where?” I ask. “We’ll go find him.”

“I don’t have a goddamned idea.” Raja drops the horn-ax, and his anger builds like a sharp metal spike behind his eyes—not from anything we did, I think, but it hurts all the same. “He cut me off. Snipped his connections. After using us for ten years.”

He turns his broad shoulders toward us, and on his chest, I can see the loose, freshly severed thread that once connected him to Jack. “He had a contract with us, but I thought . . . Ten years, we were a family.”

“You were never family,” I whisper. “That’s delusional.”

“Tam Lin, you think you’re the hero here, don’t you?” Raja hisses.

Janet stiffens, and her arms against me tighten. “And why not?” she shoots back. “Where would this merry party be now without Tam?”  

“And if you went after Jack now, how can the two of you possibly help?” Raja sneers. “A blind woman who can’t take three steps without tripping over her own ego. And a murderer’s accomplice who’s so drained to death her familiars have already divided up her body between them. You two think you understand him now, that you can help him now, because you’ve known him for a month and heard his story once.” He laughs. “You don’t even know his real name.”

Janet’s face is pale. She glares at Raja. “Come on, then, Tam. He doesn’t have any more answers for us.”

She stomps back the way we came, leaving Raja to his ax and tree. I stumble along behind her. I wonder if I really look so close to death. Is Raja right? I wonder what my familiars are thinking, seeing the ashen gray in my hands and feeling the chill in my face. I pat my cheeks and find them clammy. “Janet . . .”

“Clean yourself off, eat, so you don’t feel like you’ve been dug out of the ground and then microwaved, and then we’re going to go find Tigress,” Janet says briskly, blinking red ire out of her eyes.

“But we don’t even know where . . . And what about Jack?”

“You’re tired, or you wouldn’t ask that question.” Janet leads me a fair distance away from the tree, to a makeshift pile of crates and boxes in a half arc beneath the severed bow of our ship. She found and laid out one of the swags. She found an ember, fallen out of Miss Little, and kept it in a cracked frying pan to cook with. She sits me down and rummages through her pack for face towels and water.

As I wipe down my face and along my scratched-up arms, she explains.

“Jack’s gone to find Tigress. He didn’t come to the in-between to summon a thunderbird, or to witness any cosmic fight between lords or demons. He came to find Tigress. We all did.” Janet reaches toward me and wraps her long-fingered hands around my knees. Her hand is warm and dry with callouses. She’d always felt so powerful to me, stronger than even Miss Little.

“How does Jack know where to go?” I wring the towel in my hands. My eyes feel better after dabbing them clean. Funny, because I never much liked baths back on Earth. I miss them now.

“Does that matter? I know I’m right about this, Tam. We find him, we find your aunt. Or vice versa. After everything, we know the three of us are better off sticking together.”

“But Jack left us. He doesn’t want us to follow him.”

Out of habit, I glance down at my chest, and realize I am wrong. Despite all his secrecies, and despite the death of his mother and how untethered he is to the fake life a demon trapped him in, Jack formed proper connections after all. To Janet, and to me. On my chest, hidden beneath a handful of other threads and the knotted stump where I’d cut Tigress from me years ago, my connection to Jack glows like finely woven spider silk.

If Jack really didn’t want us, he would’ve cut us off. Janet is right. We can’t leave him.

I squeeze Janet’s hand, and release it. “We’ll need my rosewater.”

Janet makes a face. “I’ll dig up some food, and, fuck, let’s find that foul-smelling stuff. I hate floral scents.”

She had piled the cargo and debris from the ship in a half ring around the temporary camp. She brushes her fingertips along the camp perimeter to locate herself, and hands me a bruised apple and yet another bottle of water. I chew with great effort and watch her search for my flask of rosewater.

My mind wanders, and I sway. I must be tired, I think, because all of my creatures are silent. “Janet,” I whisper. “I think I’ve loved you since our date at Angela’s.”

Janet freezes. Her hands shake, just a touch. “Yeah, all of our dates since then have been kind of fucked up.”

“You’re . . .” Amazing, brilliant, brave. “I look at you, and I think of the smell of your lip gloss, or the sound your smile makes. How light glows off your shoulders. I keep remembering the way you smiled in the restaurant.” I bite my bottom lip. “And then my mouth waters. I feel claws. And I’m just . . . hungry.”

Janet frowns at me. I close my eyes. My voice quivers. “I . . . I don’t know how much of me is me, and how much is the tiger. I don’t know what’s lust, and what’s the tiger. Because every time I’ve . . . after . . .” I cover my face. “I can’t hurt you again.”

Janet purses her lips, but the corner of her mouth lifts up, and up. She searches faster. Every part of her smells happy, like rock sugar and cream. Which is entirely not the reaction I expected. “Tam,” she says, “you are a tiger. A quarter or a half of you, at least. It’s not an enemy taking control of you. Tigers eat, sure, but tigers also have sex. You just need to figure your shit out.”

“But if I can’t . . .” I insist. I feel for the stitches at my side, and shrink in the confines of my skin. “I mean, if I never feel safe. If I’m not what you think, or if I’m incapable o-of sex and I never . . .”

“Then . . .” Janet is quiet. The tilt of her head is pensive. “Then I’ll need to think about it, Tam, when we have some time. In the meantime, I found it. Ugh.”

Janet brings the rosewater flask, handling the pouch with the tips of her fingers like she would a reeking trash bag. I chuckle despite myself. For someone so fearless, Janet can be strangely particular about the most benign things.

“Jack has a head start,” she says. “Who knows how long ago he left us. Can we catch up in time?”

I retrieve yellow fu from my pocket, shake the smoke and dampness from them, and begin to fold. I hand Janet a folded fu gateway and grin. I strum my fingers across the connection between us.

Janet groans, holding a hand to her chest and all the threads there. “Oh, fuck you.”
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THE BOY IN THE WATER

水火不容

Jack woke up a few days before Janet or I, or even before Raja. And when he woke, he remembered.

Small, sporadic recollections at first. The name of the butterfly he cocooned over winter. The color of his first backpack. His favorite commercial jingle. In after school soccer games, he was always the best goalie. He took meticulous care of his crayons, and the greens were always short because he liked drawing turtles. His grandmother worked at the care center and braided little frogs with big eyes. His grandfather liked to carry him on his shoulders, and pretended he was about to drop him—Jack found it funny every time.

He remembered the neat paths of Siksika Nation, lined with sunflowers. Potato dances at domed arbors, framed with colors. There was so much light. So many chattering people. One of the boys always brought a soccer ball. Vast river valleys, and sprawling plains that eased the sun to rest. The music!

He made a deal with Miss Little when he was only eight years old. And eight-year-olds have so many memories. More than he ever would have thought possible. His head ached, felt stretched at the temples.

Na’a.

His body filled with memories of his mother, each recollection rising in his flesh like inflamed pimples, tender and ugly with youth. After so long, he thought he’d feel pain, but his childhood was too distant. Even the memory of his mother’s voice conjured little sadness. Jack wanted the grief to run its course through him like a fever and leave in its natural time. But the students and staff at school, nice as they were, didn’t grieve the same way, and then Miss Little stole his grief away entirely. Now, all of that was trapped in him, scarring the bones of him.

Jack stood. He found his way to their upended ship—cut up, overturned and wheels spinning in the gloom. He retrieved his pack and lit medicine. He bathed his face and hair and hands in smoke. Long swipes, along the veins of his arms. Down his torso and groin, until all of the trickster goddess was washed down to his ankles. Jack stamped his feet five times, sprain fading, and felt much like the horned serpent upon shedding a century-old pelt. He was lighter, and his skin felt air and heat and magicks as if for the first time. He felt parts of his body that had slept for a decade: the backs of his knees, the tip of his nose and the lobes of his ears. The forgotten parts of his mind . . . well, they expanded and suddenly he could feel the small corners of this realm, the smoke, the grasses, the dirt underfoot. He connected to the creatures and the wind. He remembered that his grandparents waited for him, in their little house surrounded by yellow grasses.

He was no longer just the too-young employee of Miss Delilah Little’s office. He wasn’t just Jack Little. He remembered he had names, and might earn several more in his life. My little Water Boy, his mother called him.

He picked himself through the wreckage and ruins of the battle. He bound his sprained ankle. It twinged when he knotted his pack across his left shoulder, but he could walk. Around him, Miss Little’s fires raged and shards of dimensions littered the ground, along with split bodies of animals—Raja’s and the hunt’s alike. Already, the land was eroding from the loss of the lord of the plains, and even the rivulets of rainwater and the mangrove spread of Miss Little’s roots didn’t mend the wounds there.

He paused at the edge of the shattered space, and looked up at the great tree that was his trickster. “Miss Little,” he said. “Down on Earth, I turn eighteen today. Our contract ends today. And I consider your part . . . fulfilled.”

The tree did not answer. Her foliage smoked and glowed.

Jack took that as an agreement. “You don’t even know what you took from me,” he said to unmoving wood. “You have no idea. What you did wasn’t a clever trick or play on words . . . Maybe . . . maybe you’ll understand now. Thank you for helping us when we needed you.”

He wanted something more from Miss Little, who towered above him. An apology, perhaps, or some recognition of the knotted and complicated thread between them. But the tree did not answer, and was too large for him to make demands of. So the young man pinched the thread binding him to Miss Little—which had wrapped twice around his throat and ankles for years—and severed it between his back teeth. He gave the tree a final look, and began to walk.

He stopped by the unconscious form of Raja. He glanced up at Miss Little one more time, and felt his mouth tug bitterly. He didn’t have to help the trickster again, after everything she stole from him . . .

He retrieved the lord’s broken horn from the bottom of his pack, and unraveled the cloth. The smooth, crystalline surface of the horn is stained with otherworldly language. Perhaps his mother would’ve known it, but he didn’t. This horn, which an ambitious Tigress used to cut through the lord’s impenetrable pelt, might be the only thing that can cut through Miss Little’s thick bark. He scribbled Miss Little’s true name and slipped it into Raja’s back pocket to be found.

“I’m going now,” he whispered, and walked away, tall.

• • •

Jack, the Boy in the Water, Soyi’okos, ducked through the webbing cracks in the air, to the battleground where the earth warped and water changed directions. At the center of the devastation, he found a blue umbrella with a transparent, inky handle. The fabric of the umbrella was cool and sleek with moisture, and there was a language scrawled on the handle he couldn’t read.

The thunderbird and horned serpent, sleeping together in a single object.

“Will you both come with me?” Soyi’okos asked, and when the umbrella agreed, he strapped it to his back. Both the handle and canopy were cool, with the water droplets and story patterns moving as if alive.

On the far side of the battlefield, he found the wendigo brothers again. They waited for him at the edge of the mist, smelling of blood and bile and feeding. During the horned serpent’s and Miss Little’s clash, they had managed to make a kill; the gnawed skeleton of an enormous beast of the night hunt sat nearby. All semblance of the brother’s humanity is gone in the face of their feeding frenzy. Red dripped from their emaciated fingers, and their teeth held chipped bones.   

Soyi’okos watched their gnashing teeth and long arms and wondered if Tam was right, that an alliance between humans and those who fed on humans was impossible. He raised his hand in a hold position, and the brothers found themselves unable to approach.

“I have a new lead on Tigress,” Soyi’okos said softly. “But I need someone to take me there.”

The brothers tried to claw through his hold, continuing until Soyi’okos’s raised hand was sore and shaky. Finally, the antlered brother backed down, slinking toward their mostly consumed kill. The antlerless brother paused, and after a long moment gathering himself, pressed forward.

Soyi’okos dropped his hand and cradled his tired wrist.

The brother bowed its head, showing the bloody knobs where antlers used to be. He held out a damp, warped Alberta driver’s license. Part of the text was smudged, and the photograph bore no resemblance to the emaciated, sharp-featured face. Soyi’okos turned the card over, and found a clumsy set of numbers—missing a final digit—scrawled at the back, scratched by hands with nails too long for holding pens.

“I can find your family with this,” Soyi’okos promised.

The brother tilted its head. Its voice scraped, wire-sharp, across Soyi’okos’s brain. “A-ah?”

Soyi’okos withdrew his own slip of paper from his back pocket. The paper card had been pulped once, through a wash, and set out to dry again. The names and numbers written there were as faded as his memories.

“That last location, written at the bottom,” Soyi’okos said. “Can you read that?”

The wendigo squinted, cracked lips mouthing around the words. A snout almost fully protruded from its face, and its mouth was too narrow, too pinched, to be human. The dark orifice opened and the maggot-eaten tongue convulsed behind yellow, rotted teeth.

“It says ‘turnip hole,’” Soyi’okos explained. He tried to smile, and his cheeks tasted sour. “My mother knew so many things. And this . . . this was something she wanted me to know. I’ll give you directions, so will you take me?”

A nod, but Soyi’okos could see the wendigo swallow, and the way its long fingers clenched. The wendigo lathered the inside of its dry mouth with foul saliva; the motion was visible through the stringy sinews of his cheeks.

“Can I hold you to our agreement?” Soyi’okos asked softly.

The wendigo nodded again, and half-knelt so Soyi’okos could mount, could gingerly lay his weight onto that bony back. Soyi’okos could feel each sharp ridge of the wendigo’s spine, and the thick ropes of long muscles, fever-hot beneath his hands. He put his arms around the brother’s thin neck, and carefully hitched his hips over the grotesquely protruding bowl of the wendigo’s pelvis.

When he was squarely mounted, the wendigo ran. Faster than a human body ought to be capable of. Bare, wide-set feet flickered against broken, burnt battlegrounds, into the poisoned fields just beyond. Badlands passed. Red veins crawled into the wendigo’s eyes as it ran, and it pushed harder. Teeth gritted, and the brother’s breaths came like sandpaper. Soyi’okos made himself very light and small on the wendigo’s back, and closed his eyes against the sweeping wind.

It took the wendigo two hours to grow hungry and betray him. Soyi’okos was flung to the ground, and the wendigo lunged for his throat. Fangs bore in, but didn’t manage to break skin. The wendigo angled its head, bit again, and pulled back, bewildered.

Soyi’okos went limp on the ground, watching the wendigo with quiet eyes. After the creature backed away, Soyi’okos rose up on his elbows, left hand pinched. The wendigo still looked confused, and Soyi’okos felt compelled to explain. “Most of what I know comes from the internet, old books, and public domain,” he said. “The only thing I learned from watching Miss Little is how to hold others accountable for their dealings. You can’t hurt me until you fulfill your end of the deal.”

Soyi’okos picked himself up. “Please take me to the ceiling of this world,” he repeated.

The wendigo, still more malice than sense, grinned. Rows of rotted teeth scythed across its pointed face. Soyi’okos frowned. Why? Why did the wendigo laugh?

A blow from behind sent him sprawling. Three chipped nails raked across his back. His pack split. Even through the straps and his coat, Soyi’okos felt red welts rise on his skin. Panic knotted in his stomach. The back of his neck, where his coat tore, felt icy in the wind.   

The other wendigo brother had followed them. His full set of antlers loomed over Soyi’okos, and his breath was hot and foul.

Soyi’okos pushed both hands against the mud. He needed to turn around. He needed to look the wendigo in the eye to hold it. A clawed hand pressed down against the back of his skull, nails digging into his scalp. A hotness, as the nails broke skin and he bled.

And then, to his shock, the wendigo brother stopped. Almost-human nostrils flared. The wendigo caught a scent on Soyi’okos that made it pause. Soyi’okos took that moment, twisted just enough in the brother’s grip so that his eyes were no longer pressed into the tundra. He met the brother’s eyes, and froze the second wendigo in place. He was dizzy, and the cut on the back of his scalp bled down his neck and spread across his hood and his coat collar.

“Get off,” he wheezed.

The brother slipped off him to crouch a few feet away. Soyi’okos glanced up at the first wendigo to make sure it did not move. He put a hand against the back of his head, pressing his thumb to the well of blood.  

Slowly, he smiled, and then laughed a little. It was the same place the fox bit him.

He’d washed all traces of Miss Little from his body. Raja too. If the wendigos smelled anything on him, it would be Tam and her creatures. Tam wanted to make amends so desperately, it was easy to separate her from her aunt’s atrocities, and forgiveness came surprisingly easily. Soyi’okos found himself missing them a little—Janet’s loud voice and bluster and Tam shyly hiding her enormous presence behind bangs and oversized sweaters.

“If you’re hungry, go hunt,” Soyi’okos said, in relatively good humor. “If you’re still willing to take me, come find me when you’ve remembered yourselves.” He stopped, mid-thought, and looked down at the blood on his hand. He felt the back of his neck again.

Raja was right. Soyi’okos hated it, but Raja was right. To win, he had to dive right into the jaws of danger. As he had always done. Slowly, he reached into the side pocket of his coat and felt for the floral-scented jar there.

• • •

It takes Soyi’okos four days to reach the ceiling of the world. The brothers stop twice more to hunt and feed, losing more of themselves to hunger each time. It is heartbreaking, but Soyi’okos doesn’t know any method to reverse the rotting of a soul after cannibalism. He wonders if his mother did.

The last day, after their hunt, the brothers finally forget their transaction. They stalk Soyi’okos for a few hours, before being warned off by his hold and the scent of a tiger around him. Soyi’okos walks for a few last hours, calling on the rivers to show him the path. Eventually, the waist-high grasses give way to a landscape that resembles scaled lizard skin. Flat shale pieces and black basalt crunch underfoot. All around him, the landscape is pregnant with fetal mountains. Some are stillborn in the earth, eroding away to reveal ribs of limestone and skeletons of crystal.

A tall spire of rock, surrounded by capped hoodoos, takes him to the highest point of the in-between world, standing on stilts between Earth and Sky. The spire is in the pupae stage of its life cycle, and if it survives, a new continent will chew free from its shale cocoon, dry its wings in the glow of the Sky, and take flight.

Soyi’okos uncaps the Mason jar from his pocket, and downs the witch seed digestive fluid. He wrinkles his face from the floral pungency, but didn’t immediately fall ill. Which is good. He climbs the living spire, feeling life beneath the stone.

The air is very thin there, and Soyi’okos pauses every few minutes to catch his breath. It is cold as well, but not cold in a way humans feel or can prevent with coats or gloves. He feels his strength sap, and he feels the iciness in his soul.

The way to the Sky looks different to each pair of eyes looking upon it. In Mother’s stories, it is sometimes a hole in a dirt ceiling, uncovered by a Sky denizen pulling loose an enormous turnip. To some, he knows, it is a doorway or a window, or layers of clouds to penetrate as they ascend.

To Soyi’okos, it is a still pond, hanging upside down overhead. Blue that stretches and reflects the scars and mountains of the in-between land on its surface. Golden bars of celestial light dance across the length of the pond.

The Tigress perches at the peak of the spire, looking up at the passage into the Sky. But no, she is no longer just a Tigress. Her form is a chimera’s. Over her striped torso is a thick brown coat of peat moss, rendering her immune to all wounds and weapons. A pair of blue wings are sewn into her back, and every time the frames quiver, lightning flows freely from them. When Soyi’okos looks at her, he sees the thunderbird and the lord of the plains, their forms dismembered or skinned. Soyi’okos thinks about his mother and wonders if Tigress might be the most hideous beast he knows.

“I didn’t think I’d catch you in time,” Soyi’okos says.

Tigress growls as he approaches, low and in the back of her throat. “Who are you? How did you find me?”

“I’m a human who just remembered how to find the entrance to the Sky,” Soyi’okos replies simply. “One of your victims told me you were headed here.”

Tigress shows teeth. “Say your business with me, then, before I get hungry.”

“If you are hungry, first share a meal with me.” Instead of elaborating, Soyi’okos settles himself against a nearby outcrop, folds his jacket as a cushion, and retrieves a miniature propane stove from his pack. He begins to heat himself food. Hot water, and a bloody carcass wrapped twice in a plastic bag: one of the brother’s kills—a bird of sorts, with a thick salamander tail where most of the meat rests against a spiked spine. Soyi’okos carves up the bird with a pocket knife, seasons under the skin, and sears the meat on the stovetop. When the pit and skin glows golden, Tigress stalks up and snatches half the bird from him.

Soyi’okos narrows his eyes. Tigress prefers cooked food?

He eats slowly, letting the warmth and energy settle his innards. He drinks from the hot tin kettle—wrinkles his nose at the cloying brew—and puts a pepper in the back of his mouth. The Tigress sits across from him, both paws lifted to eat. “So, now that you’ve given me an offering, what is your business with your new lord?” she asks.

Soyi’okos wipes his mouth. “Now that we’ve shared a meal,” he corrects. Maybe now he can speak calmly, without anger or overflowing fonts of hatred. He takes a deep breath. “I’ve spent most of my life cut off from my people, my heritage. I didn’t even remember the names my mother gave me.”

Tigress huffs, impatient. She flings the mostly eaten bird carcass aside, and rises on her hind legs, towering. “I don’t have time for this,” she hisses. “Get to it.”

“I traded ten years of my life to a trickster, for the knowledge and opportunity to find my mother.” Soyi’okos stands as well. In that moment, his voice comes smoothly, louder. Words come easily. “I’ve spoken to every wind that passed through Calgary, and traded whispers with a hundred ghosts. I didn’t find my mother. Instead, I found you.” He looks away for just a second. “In your home, I found dark braided hair. I found beads and painted patterns that didn’t belong to you, that you didn’t earn. I found a dream catcher, quite distinct, and recognized it. My mother was given many gifts for the services she provided. That dream catcher was among the gifts people gave her.”

Tears do come, and he speaks through red eyes. Foreign emotions, hot as an anvil. Soyi’okos hadn’t thought it possible to hate so deeply. His voice runs hoarse. “Why did you have my mother’s dream catcher?”

Tigress waits a moment, processing. Then, she laughs. “I’ve taken so many things, I can’t be expected to remember them all.”

“It was a Sunday, twelve years ago,” Soyi’okos presses. He takes a step toward the Tigress, and then another. His heart hurt. He can’t breathe. “A young mother and a little boy. You would’ve stalked them for days before that.”

“Sounds like this trickster deceived you,” Tigress says. “You wanted your mommy, not a new enemy.”

“My mother’s name was Ksissta’paaki,” he said, and her name is busy and bright-eyed. “Are you my mother’s killer?”

“The name means nothing to me. I don’t know if I killed this woman, and if I did, what can you do about it?” Tigress remains standing on her hind legs, narrow shoulders stretching wide to accommodate her power. Her voice cracks like thunder. She stomps the ground once and sends cracks in dimensions webbing out. “I am beyond any being you know.”

She speaks a lot, Soyi’okos thinks, for a tigress. He stares across the spire to the being who may or may not be his mother’s killer. It doesn’t feel like resolution. It doesn’t feel much like anything.

He looks up at his reflection in the sky. He looks small, still wearing a too-large coat and Raja’s old jeans. He is human, neither old family nor ancient power. He’d never memorized any art that hurt or exploited. It does not mean he needs to be afraid. Soyi’okos breathes deep and wills his pulse to slow. He thinks of his mother, and imagines her standing at his back, guiding his arms, her voice in his ear. Soyi’okos lets his breath fog, and lets his mind become as still as the surface of the pond in the sky.

“I didn’t think I’d catch you,” he repeats. “But for some reason, you haven’t ascended into the Sky yet. You’re still here. You can’t get past this threshold, can you?”

Tigress roars and paws upward. Her claws stop short of the lake surface. Despite the sound of her voice cracking the air, and the wings of lightning that fill the spiretop with humidity and cold, she doesn’t cause a single ripple in the water in the sky. Her voice, thunderous as it may be, only reaches as high as the in-between.

Soyi’okos keeps his gaze very still as he watches the deformed, mismatched Tigress. This strange abomination and her singular drive upward. “You may be the most powerful being I know,” he acknowledges. Certainly, the Tigress now has more power than Miss Little, more than even the thunderbird and horned serpent, with what she took from them. “And you can kill me as easily as breathing. I have nothing. No ancient lineage, no traditions or powers from my mother. I only just remembered my own names.”

Saying this, Soyi’okos stands. He reaches up on his tiptoes and brushes his finger against the water in the sky, stirring wakes and gentle images. Meeting Tigress’s eyes, he pushes his hand up into the water, past the in-between and into the realm of the gods.

Tigress shrinks back, disbelieving. “How?”

Soyi’okos draws his hand down again, and the lustrous sheen of the Sky Realm beyond glistens on his fingers, lingering in the pale beds of his nails and the lines of his palm. The heat of the Sky flows down into him, warding off the cold of the spire.

“You don’t need to be special to enter the Sky,” Soyi’okos says. “Most lords cross over at will. Even those among my people have been there. Some were invited, others stumbled upon the path by accident. Even if you were a simple tigress, you should’ve been able to pass.”

“So why can’t I get through?” Tigress hisses through bared teeth.

“I won’t tell you.” Soyi’okos speaks very gently. He wonders if, in a way, this can be a form of vengeance. He doesn’t remember enough of his mother to know whether she would want violent retribution on her killer, but he knows she wouldn’t want it from him. Perhaps this small act, petty as it may be, is one that his mother would’ve laughed about. Naamaahkaan, but on his own terms. He closes his eyes and pictures her, as he hasn’t done for a decade. She would’ve crouched next to him, full of songs and lessons, her eyes would’ve crinkled at the corners in a way that hides the weariness of her face, and they would’ve laughed and laughed.

“Na’a . . .” he whispers. Mom.

The Tigress comes closer. Her foul breath wafts past him. “You won’t tell me?”

Soyi’okos opens his eyes. He can almost hear his mother’s voice singing in his chest. “I’m sure my mother didn’t tell you anything either.”

Tigress holds up an open paw, claws extended, and brings it down across his shoulder.

Soyi’okos dodges, but not in time. The paw hits like the point-blank impact from a shotgun. He rolls across the spire. Red bleeds from him. Heat scrawls down his jacket sleeve, across his stomach, leaving the soul of him colder. He stains the ground hot. The Tigress looms over him, leans her immense weight against his left shoulder, pressing in, and in, until there is a crack.

Soyi’okos screams.

Tigress shows a bloody, incisor-filled grin. “Maybe I don’t need answers from you,” she muses. “Maybe it’s something in your blood. If I consume you, maybe that’s all I need.”

This feels so ridiculous, so wrong, that Soyi’okos clutches his broken shoulder and laughs breathlessly. “No,” he says. “No, it doesn’t matter what you eat . . .”

Soyi’okos feels teeth over his thigh. The tearing pain only distracts momentarily from the burn in his broken shoulder. He holds his breath against the tugging of his lungs. He waits, counting back from five, then four, three . . .

Tigress gives a keening yowl, pulling back from him. She spits, saliva cascading down her chin and clumping the dirty fur and loose skin around her neck. Her mouth smells like flowers. “Wh . . . wha . . .”  

Soyi’okos rolls onto his back. His face, reflected in the waters up above, is very pale. His heart is still very fast. He creeps his good hand back to the bite marks on his thigh. He smiles.

The flesh under Tigress’s skin shrinks and ages, and she flails, pawing at her face. Her thunderous voice, the scent of rain around her, and the weight of her body that shakes the spire—all of those diminish. Her wings wither. Power leaks from the seams of her, draining into the land. She ages decades in as many seconds.

“This . . . it’s my witch seed poison.” Tigress sputters. “How?”

“You left your grotesque creations behind for anyone to use.” Soyi’okos struggles upright. He is still dizzy, and some thoughts that seem so close are hard to grasp. His vision is dark, but all that adrenaline means he isn’t so cold anymore, and his breathing comes more easily. “I had a distilled jar of your concoction. I drank it before I saw you, so that if you were a monster, I could protect myself and drain your power.”

Tigress’s stolen eyes burn, loosening in her stolen face. She advances upon him.

Soyi’okos turns on his hands and knees, making for the edge of the spire.

“Run,” Tigress seethes, blocking the incline off the spire. “Run then.”   

Soyi’okos crawls to the sheer edge of the spire, gives Tigress a weak grin over his shoulder, and drops off the edge. He unfurls the blue umbrella in his good hand. Umbrella ribs open, like tired, ancient wings. The pale handle snakes down and wraps around his wrist and elbow for a better grip. Soyi’okos hisses as his weight falls on his uninjured shoulder, tugging everything in his body. The umbrella breathes in, stirring heady wind currents, and slows his descent, carrying him safely downward.

Tigress lunges for him. Her massive hind legs topple rocks. She reaches out a paw—it extends abnormally past the lip of the spire toward him. Soyi’okos whistles, and the umbrella lifts him farther past the sweeping attack. Tigress claws again, and misses.

Tigress looks down at him. Power still bleeds from her, lightning rattling harmlessly into the rock of the spire. But she remains standing; she has stolen too much power, or the solution was too diluted through his body and blood. The wings on her back spasm, and straighten. She flaps.

“Careful,” Soyi’okos warns.

The Tigress takes wing. Rain melts from her feathers. Her emaciated, grotesquely attached limbs flap and strain against the air, and carry her toward Soyi’okos. Startled, the umbrella canopy flares, speeding up. But the Tigress swerves abruptly in midair, rakes, and sends lightning and tiny splintered dimensions cracking down toward them.

Lightning strikes the umbrella, rattling along the ribs and blue fabric, as harmless as homecoming static. Lightning doesn’t hurt the umbrella handle either, sending inky words dancing across the shaft.

The handle uncurls, and flings Soyi’okos off before the full front of the lightning passes into him, but not before his palms burn and his chest seizes. White ruptures across his vision. He opens his mouth, but words are strangled. His heart stammers. He can’t breathe. He can’t . . .

Soyi’okos falls. He hears whistling air. He hears the umbrella call out.

His head spins. The world spins.

A flare of light—yellow like panic, shoots up past him. He hears wings below him, and the gurgle of a rooster.
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WINGED TIGERS

如虎添翼

My rooster catches him—the boy I will come to know as Soyi’okos.

My heart hitches. A cry of warning hangs in my throat.

“Gently!” I shout. My rooster flaps hard, slows their descent, and tips the boy onto the shale-covered ground. I tug on Janet’s arm. She opens her eyes just a sliver to see her footing, and we run to them. It is a long, long few minutes, running across the scaly field to the base of the spire. Rock chips clatter. I am breathless by the time we reach them. I drag Janet down by the wrist next to Soyi’okos. He is pale, and his face is covered in sweat. He bleeds sluggishly from the back of his thigh. His eyes seem to register us, but remain unfocused.

“What’s going on?” Janet demands. She touches his clammy face. She fists her hands for a second, and her long fingers stop shaking.

“Lightning,” I choke. I find my tongue knotted. “He got hit by . . .”

“Roll him onto his back,” Janet says through gritted teeth. She smooths down the front of his shirt and heaves him onto her lap. A sliver of a groan slips past his lips. His right hand reaches to the side, past us. I grab his hand, staring at the raised electric burns on his wrist and the exit burns at his elbows. I feel his inner wrist for a pulse.   

“His heartbeat is so fast,” I say, voice high. “Janet, he’s . . .”

“Tachycardia, I think,” Janet snips. “Jack, can you sit up? Are you lightheaded? Any chest pain?” Her hands are strong. Beneath her, Soyi’okos struggles to breathe. His eyes flutter. Janet holds his jaw open, and says something low and certain to him. She lifts her eyes very briefly to my face, before looking down again. “I got him. You look around, Tam. Are there any dangers you should be handling right now?”

Above, I see the spire leading to the sky. It looms over us and casts a slender shadow—red instead of black. A strangely familiar creature, wings and claws and a pelt misshapen like a hedgehog, perches on the edge of the spire and watches us.

A ways off, the blue umbrella drifts down to the shaled ground. Blue ribs of lightning pass along the fabric. Soyi’okos mumbles something, breathless, and gestures with his right hand again.

“I don’t know what you’re trying to say, Jack.” My attention is on the massive, winged creature atop the spire. It begins a slow crawl down toward us. It doesn’t move like an animal. There is something awkward and uncanny about it that resembles a human, crawling on all fours down a wall like in so many horror movies.

I climb to my feet and shudder. I plant myself between the creature and my friends. I put a hand on my father’s wooden sword. A niggling sense of recognition tickles at the back of my mind. As the creature comes close enough for me to see its feline face, my mind goes blank.

Wings. A buffalo pelt. A tiger.

The qiongqi went extinct before humans invented the wheel.

That is the first thought in my mind. The feline face stares out of a grotesque and deeply ancient body. I remember that Father kept a few books on his top shelf, out of my reach. One, spelled and sealed closed with fu, was the unedited Classic of Mountains and Seas—one of the oldest surviving texts from China’s dark histories, before humans evolved to ignore the gods on the mountains and the demons in southerly winds. Within those pages, were five emperors and four monstrosities. There were sacrificed children and depravity and endless voracity, and cages and chains in far-flung dimensions to keep titanic evils at bay.

All the hairs on my arms stand. I stumble back a step, nearly knocking into Janet.

“I’ve missed you, cub.” The abomination opens its mouth and a familiar voice comes sweetly from it. I smell the sour sweat and iron of its breath across the shale field. The pit of its mouth is filled with misaligned tiger teeth. In the lines of the monster’s expression, the haughty slant of its eyes, I recognize it. “Your mama wouldn’t let me see you. She threatened me.”

I realize—with a despair that threads down into my guts, a despair that drains the strength from my legs and arms and thoughts from my mind—that this abomination is Aunt Tigress.

“Aunt Tigress . . .” My throat feels big. My gaze slides down her face to where the lord’s pelt hangs loose from her shoulders, and Mr. Rain’s wings are sewn into her back. The body of a tiger. The wings of a hawk. The pelt of a buffalo. “Are . . . are you trying to make yourself into . . . into a qiongqi?”

Tigress nods her grotesque head. Her voice curdles with milky gentleness. “I always knew that no matter how powerful I became, you’d recognize me.”

I cannot take my eyes from the wings on her back. I’d found them so beautiful when they belonged to Mr. Rain: filled with lightning and soft water, and the colors of storm clouds changing from blue to gray to violet. On the abomination’s back, they sag and trail on the ground. The feathers are waterlogged and ragged, with dirt clumping at the tips. I struggle to find my voice. “Aunt Tigress, what are you doing? When you hurt the horned serpent lord, it turned the world completely around. Probably thousands of people in the city are hurt or dead from the rain of rocks. Then the lord killed all those people at the waystation.”

Tigress lifts her chin and sniffs, disdainful.

“What do you want?” I say hoarsely. “Aunt Tigress, isn’t this enough? You’re powerful, you’ve lived forever. Hundreds and hundreds of years. If you wanted, you could’ve been rich. You could’ve—could’ve had a mansion in the Hamptons.”

“Human measures,” Tigress says. “The humans looked at me, my hair and face and stature, and treated me as less-than. They poisoned me, and exploited me, and chased me with torches and rifles. Now they can look upon my true form and tremble.”

But this isn’t Aunt Tigress’s true form. I hardly recognize her.

“Tam . . .” Soyi’okos’s voice comes weak and breathless behind me. Is he better? Did Janet fix his heartbeat? I don’t dare look back, or take my eyes off Aunt Tigress. Soyi’okos continues, voice a little firmer. “She isn’t . . . she isn’t what she seems . . .”

Tigress roars. Rock chips rattle and skip on the ground. The air itself reverberates. The sounds cut off whatever Soyi’okos would’ve said. My incubus, knocked from the sky by the shockwaves, crashes into my arms. I clutch my teeth so I don’t accidentally bite my tongue, and brace my knees so I don’t fall.

“Cub,” Tigress says when the tremors die down. Her face grows gaunt before my eyes. One side of her ribs caves inward, excavated. She pleads, “Help me, cub. He poisoned me. You understand me. You were born among them. Yet all your life, the humans knew you were different, remember? They pulled out your pigtails, pushed you on the hills behind your school, and threw your paper animals across their basketball courts. It’s because you were weak. In this world, the strong eat the weak. I had to climb, like your grandmama. I need power.”

I open my mouth to protest, because once I’d transferred in grade two to a school with more Asian students, that hadn’t happened again. And it was certainly nothing systemic. Nothing happened the way Aunt Tigress suggested. Not to me. Instead, I say, “What happened to you?”

“It’s the witch seed brew, draining my strength. I need you to help me. Once I recover, once I rule the Sky, I’ll change all the rules. But I just need a way past the gate.”

Tigress looks up. To me, the entrance to the Sky above us looks webbed like a spider’s funnel nest, built and woven into the cloudscape. The silk threads that make up the funnel are iridescent, verging to red near the funnel mouth. Each red thread of that opening in the sky links down, connecting to each of our chests.

“You just need to climb the threads . . .” I begin, and then realize; out of all the beings gathered around the spire, Janet, and even my rooster and fox and incubus, Aunt Tigress is the only one not connected to the funnel web. The threads from her chest are blocked off by the pelts she wears.

“I just need one last push, cub,” Tigress coaxes. “I need strength to break through into the Sky. I need to eat one last time.”

It takes me a moment to notice her gaze is fixed beyond me, at Soyi’okos laid out on the floor and Janet with her palms pressed against the worst of his wound. Humans. My monster aunt, in her amicable, obvious tone, is telling me she would like to eat humans. My humans. I choke. “No . . .”

Stolen yellow eyes gleam, and she prowls just a few steps closer. I can feel the warmth off her pelt, and smell the mud and rain off her wings. “That boy can pass through the barrier into the Sky. He must have a secret power. With it, I can do it. The girl smells like you. Move her aside, cub, if you want to keep her.”

“I don’t want us to hurt each other,” I say.

“You won’t,” Tigress says. She strides past me. Her wet wings brush against my side and leave muddy stains. I smell formaldehyde and rot in her skin. I reach out to try to stop her, to grab her by wings or claw or shoulders.

But despite all my convictions, all the words I’d told myself while chasing Aunt Tigress, I hesitate. Move! I will my legs to move, to turn, to stop her. My mind churns and hisses like wasps in a paper nest. Move! The thought splits my skull. I turn, too slowly.

Blue wings and dark pelts blur.

Janet half-rises, hands outstretched, but she is also not fast enough.

“Stop her!” I bellow.

Tigress pounces, and closes her jaws around Soyi’okos.

A crunch. It sounds like rock and bone. Tigress roars. She loses a tooth.  

My rooster covers Soyi’okos’s face and neck with his stone wings. Aunt Tigress’s paw leaves a deep pale score down my rooster’s torso. A cracked wing falls from his body and plunges into the shale. My rooster’s flat, avian eyes meet mine, and I remember I’d been scared of him as a child. His stone head slips sideways, and clatters from his torso. As his head lands, another crack splits it, cutting from his crown into his eye.

A thread falls slack from my chest.

What is it? I’d asked, from my sickbed as a child. Dinner, Aunt Tigress replied, but you can have him.

There is a moment of calm after that. Even Tigress stops to consider. “Stop,” I rasp, lips barely moving. I can’t feel my heartbeat. I feel cracked alongside my rooster. Limb severed, and head split on the ground.

My rooster had stayed with me all my life, feeding off illnesses he pulled from my ears: my stresses and negativities. He hung off my throat, sleeping through classes, and birthday parties, and rarely showed himself because he knew I was scared of him. Through Father and Mama, and Paul’s father, my rooster had been there. Silent, heavy, present.

Tigers don’t cry, but red pools over my eyes and leaks out beneath my lashes. It hurt. Every part of me hurts. I open my mouth, but something massive and growing in my throat speaks instead. I do not sound like me. “Do you remember him, Aunt Tigress?”

I cradle my rooster’s thread between both hands and stare at his stone body, still standing—remaining wing outstretched. He doesn’t fall. “You spared his life and gave him to me when I was a kid, to protect me. He did, even when I was horrible, when I hurt everyone around me. He was so much more than my familiar.” I clutch empty hands to my chest, and think of all those nights I clutched the cool gray pebble for courage, for grounding. “He was the one good thing you gave me, Aunt Tigress.”

The tiger inside me presses out against my shoulders, into my legs. I feel light and sharp like a pocketknife. My world turns a monochrome of greens and yellows—the reds of the threads of the Sky gate and the dark bloodpools fade into a fathomless gray. I lick in my mouth and find fangs.

“Look, cub . . .”

Aunt Tigress never calls me by name.

I run at her.

• • •

Soyi’okos struggles up onto his elbows. The umbrella makes its way to his hand, its handle curled around his wrist to steady him.

“Stay still, Jack,” Janet warns. “You’ve done enough.”

Except it isn’t enough, Soyi’okos thinks. Even without her stolen powers, the Tigress is still powerful, still winning.

Tigress slashes across Tam’s knee and thigh, and then her hip. Peripheral wounds, nonfatal. Tam doesn’t know how to fight. She can do little more than put her arms around the Tigress’s waist and hang on as she bleeds. The wooden sword hangs uselessly in her fingers. Slowly, steadily, Soyi’okos knows that Tam will lose. He knows that if Tigress wanted to kill her, Tam would already be dead.

He is bleeding out against Janet’s arms.

It isn’t enough, Soyi’okos thinks again, but also—that Tigress does not attack very much like a tiger at all. “Janet,” he whispers. “Janet, listen.”

“I’m listening. Relax,” Janet orders. She locates gauze from her pack. She carefully avoids looking up at any part of the in-between as she cleans the puncture on his thigh, picks the rags of his jeans out of it, and applies pressure again. “I’m going to prop you up a little so I have a better angle. If you feel tight, try to cough.”

“Janet, look at Tigress,” Soyi’okos says. His thoughts are like dark fireworks, bursting and quickly disappearing again. “Tigress left behind a human skin with her likeness. Why? Why bother?” Soyi’okos rambles. “I never thought she died, but for a time, I thought she’d shed her human skin and became her natural tiger form. But that’s not it. That’s what she wanted us to assume. Tam wanted to find her grandmother’s skin, but she couldn’t find it. Tigress is not . . .”

Soyi’okos allows Janet to lift his head. He finds her hands and squeezes them. He wills his eyes to focus on Janet’s face. The red hair, her pale, nauseated complexion, and her lowered gaze—so unlike the Janet he knows. “You can see her. The incubus can help. Janet, don’t you want to see your enemy?”

“You’re drifting, Jack,” Janet says. “I can’t see the supernatural, remember? Focus on me. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“No!” Soyi’okos says, more forcefully. “Janet. Look up. You have to look.”

• • •

I grapple with Tigress, dragging her back and away from the humans I love. For a few moments, despite the long gashes down my legs and arms and torso, I seem to gain ground. Then, something she sees makes Tigress lose the last of her patience with me. She throws me down into the rocks and puts her jaws around my head. A fang punctures my cheek and another digs through my temple. My frail human skull presses in, cracks.

A flash of red over the films of my eyes, then I lose that color completely.

Almost at the same time, a long-fingered hand digs into the Tigress’s black mouth, scraping between her teeth. Those fingers curl into a fist and deliver a full-forced punch to the back of Tigress’s throat. A quick, ruthless jab. Tigress gags and releases me. Blood spills down half of my face, and the puncture in my cheek floods my mouth with sour iron.

Janet. She shakes off the blood on her arm. Her freckled nose is red. She glances at me, finding me in shock but otherwise standing. With all the blood, she probably can’t tell that my human skull is punctured through.

“Janet, you’re not dizzy . . .” I start, and then realize my incubus hovers over her head. Its light is intense, washing the details and colors from the landscape. Janet probably doesn’t see anything but Tigress and me.

Janet turns back to Tigress, all disdain and haughtiness behind her green eyes. “Is this a joke?” she asks, and the scorn and venom cut me, even when she isn’t addressing me. “This is the infamous Tigress?”

Janet barks out a laugh and takes Father’s sword from me. “I did wonder why I could hear and understand everything she said. Also, why she wanted to shut Jack up so badly. He hit a nerve, I guess. I can’t see the supernatural, Tam. Do you know what I see when I look at your aunt?”

Tigress lunges at her. Janet sidesteps and lets the blow slide off Father’s sword. Tigress swerves and jumps at her again. And then . . . even I see that she doesn’t attack like a feline might. Tigress’s powerful limbs flail. Janet dodges easily, slips under the elbow of her attack, and continues talking. “Tam, I see a skinny old woman with a taxidermy tiger skin over her head. A sad, sweaty little cosplayer with some poor bird’s feathers and some poor ungulate’s pelt tied around her waist.” Janet’s voice crows. “She’s human, Tam. As far removed from tigers or monsters as I am.”

I stare, uncomprehending. I still see a monster. Still see wings of dying lightning and the lord’s peat moss skin. I still see the tiger. “Janet,” I say, uncertain. My human hair and cracked skull feel loose, like they are sliding off my head. “Aunt Tigress?”

Aunt Tigress paws at the ground, face twisting into vicious longing. She barely sees Janet, instead focusing on me. “I was born from an immortal, all-powerful tiger! My brother and I are the only ones to live this long. This is my birthright!”

“Aunt Tigress,” my voice shakes, misshapen by loosened vocal chords. “Are you wearing Grandmama’s skin?” Do you not have a tiger form at all?

“Cub, you know what it’s like to be born something you’re not,” Tigress coaxes me. “To hate your place. You know you’re something else, something better. Cub! Even if I was born in this puny, worthless body, I am a tiger. We have the power, the ruthlessness, the violence and urge to kill. You feel it pushing out, just like me. We’re tigers, not lowly humans.”

I do feel fury, pushing out. All those hunts, the killings, done wearing my grandmama over her human form. All the people she hurt. All the things she taught me about being a tiger, when she was nothing, ever, like Father was. “No,” I whisper. “I’m not like you at all.”

Janet raises my father’s sword. Our thoughts are miraculously in sync. “There’s nothing particularly tiger-like about you,” Janet says airily. “Whatever blood flows through you, you’re a product of human imagination. Violence, greed. Shame, and even hang-ups about identity, that’s altogether human.”

“No!” Tigress bellows.

Behind us, Soyi’okos is dying. Despite everything, even if Aunt Tigress is a fraud, she is still too powerful. I can’t think of a way to defeat her. I reach up and feel the loose human skin around my head. Aunt Tigress ruined my human face, I think, surprisingly calmly. All the moles and acne scars I’ve stared at for years in the mirror. I reach a hand into my shirt, feeling beneath my left armpit for the ancient stitch marks there.

“Janet,” I say quietly. “She’s dangerous, but . . . can you give me some time?”

“My pleasure, love,” Janet steps in front of me, eyes narrow and voice hard. “You must be tired of hearing this by now, Tigress, but you fucked with the wrong mom.”

Tigress swipes, and Janet parries. Staring through the loose skin of my human face, I memorize Janet’s back. Her hair doesn’t look red to me anymore, but everything about her is still so beautiful it makes me lose myself in her.

I don’t have time for a clean extraction. I dig my claws into my side, and rip.

Janet directs the fight away from me, side-shuffling just out of Tigress’s reach. When Tigress rakes a paw to her, she parries. “Not a tiger,” she taunts, “and you’re a shit human to boot. A thief, a murderer. Mom taught me not to beat up old ladies, but for you, I’ll make an exception. Fox!”

My fox answers her. A streak of ice courses through the ground and locks Tigress’s hind leg in place. This catches Tigress by surprise. She stumbles. Janet brings her bloody left hand up, palm forward, and knocks Tigress down. She puts Father’s sword to Tigress’s chest, and thrusts in. The tip bends against the mossy coat. The culled edge, painted to cut through ghosts and monsters, splinters against the lord’s peat moss coat.

My father’s sword breaks. Janet hesitates just a moment.

I roar out a warning, but it is too late.

Tigress turns her body, twisting impossibly, and her teeth close around Janet’s waist. Janet is bent nearly in half by the force of her bite. Janet’s blood sprays across the landscape lit white by my incubus. I see the white of her rib bones and the mangled mess of her stomach.

I scream, ripping the skin of my back and hips. I’m not free yet. My jeans refuse to give, and my belt. I tear at that belt.

Janet, though, does not scream. Instead, she drops my father’s broken sword, leans down, and grabs Tigress by her head. “Got you,” she whispers.

Tigress shakes, bedding her teeth in deeper, but Janet digs in her heels. She plants herself, strong and unafraid, and holds the Tigress in place.

I emerge wet, fur slathered with mucus. I burn, and yet feel icy cold at the same time.

The rags of my jeans fall from me. My human pelvic cradle breaks, releasing a long, wet tail. Every cell and limb of me stretches, free. I feel every last digit, the way my claws catch against the ground. My fur stands when the wind blows past. Parts of me that were trapped and scrunched for decades burst open. I wonder if this is what it feels like to be born.

My fox snatches my crumpled human skin, teeth bedded in my loose flesh casing. She feasts.

I hardly notice. My body moves.

I am on Tigress in an instant, at the back of her throat. I bite down. My teeth barely dent the peat moss. But what wears the pelt is no lord, no great power, just a very old, poisoned woman. I catch the contours of Tigress’s human skeleton. Her spine snaps at the neck.

Tigress’s eyes go wide, disbelieving. Her limbs writhe. I adjust my jaws. Snap, again.

Slowly, Tigress releases Janet. All the muscles beneath my paws go stiff and slack, losing pliability. Janet stumbles back a few steps and falls, her innards in her hands. All of her is smeared across the shale. There is a moment when her eyes meet mine. And despite the clench of her jaws against the pain, her eyes are clear, unafraid. So very much Janet.

Then the peat moss coat and wings slip from Tigress’s lifeless body to the ground, and the world ruptures around me. Lightning laces through the earth. The in-between dimension shatters. I begin to fall. A few feet away, the ground breaks beneath Janet’s feet as well.

Tigers cannot speak. Janet, I shout in my mind, but make no words. My four legs seize.

And from the corners of my eyes, I see my fox catch Janet, freezing her midsection so she does not bleed out. But it all feels too desperate, too late. Fox, I think, desperate. Fox, please.

And then I fall with the body of Aunt Tigress. I clutch at her broken form. Mr. Rain’s wings flutter around me, spilling rainwater. The lord’s peat moss coat catches against my belly. Grandmama’s skin wraps twice around my neck, the way Aunt Tigress had always worn it in my childhood drawings. An oval, with an orange scarf.

Aunt Tigress herself, though, past her stolen skins and taxidermy wings, is a frail skeletal human, with only powers attainable by humans. In the fall, as the heat and friction of the atmosphere burns against us upon re-entry, she begins to smoke. Her body dissipates between my fingers, shrinking and disappearing until what I thought was an ancient Chinese evil becomes specks of ash, becomes nothing at all.
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DEAR JANET

親愛的

Dear Janet, I promise everything I told you about myself is true. With one exception.

I learned this about a month after our journey to the in-between world together.

My father was born in 1814, but not to a monk from the bell towers of Hanshan. Instead, he was born the season after a long snowfall, after a powerful, broad-chested tiger passed through Grandmama’s territory. As a cub, he grew up alongside a sister who looked like a human but pretended she was a tigress. The sister bragged, often and loudly, about killing the monk from Hanshan who gave her life. Father never really understood, but there was much he never understood about humans, because he was not one—not even by half.

• • •

After I fell from the in-between, I fell for what felt like a very long time. I fell with the body of an ancient qiongqi wrapped around me, and tried to twist to land on my feet. I don’t remember the actual landing, but I do remember waking in the outskirts of Calgary, under a fall of dirt. Mr. Rain’s wings and the peat moss were gone. Only Grandmama’s pelt remained around my neck. The pine thrushes around me were crushed with the force of my landing, and the crater of rocks and dirt quickly collapsed over me. Two of my legs felt broken, and it hurt every time I breathed. At first, I thought you and Soyi’okos might come for me but then remembered you were probably dead. I wouldn’t be long after you, I knew. So I waited to die, and while I did, Janet, I mostly thought of you.

Eventually, someone did find me. A human, toting a bent umbrella, with a paper origami rat held out in front of her. She cried, ugly and uncinematic, and dug at the dirt that buried me until her nails were loose and bloody. She unveiled my head and mouth and teeth, and put both her dirty hands to her mouth.

I realized that she was Mama.

I was too heavy for her to carry, now that I was out of my human skin. She put the bent umbrella over my head and ran out through the rain of rocks. She came back with Paul perhaps half an hour later, with bruises up her arms and shoulders from falling boulders, and smelling so strongly of blood my tiger mind stirred.

Mama and Paul carted me back to our badly dented minivan. Paul was crying too. I wanted to move and comfort them but didn’t have the strength. Because they were there, though, I concentrated on breathing despite the agony. On the ins and outs of air through my strange yet familiar feline nose.

They didn’t dare take me to a vet, or the zoo, so they took me to Mr. Li’s down south in Lethbridge. The rockfall was lighter there, mostly inconsequential showers of dust and garden variety dirt. Mr. Li tried his best, but he was not a vet, and so all he could offer was his spare bedroom and gauze and hot, clean water. Despite that, perhaps because of Grandmama’s blood in me, because I was half Mamma and half a daughter of the mountain, I began to heal.

A few days—I think—after I was laid out in that room, I overheard Mama and Mr. Li relay a strange tale. A young Siksika man walked up through the rain of rocks onto a hill in Calgary, they said. He carried a blue umbrella with a crystal hilt, and wore a coat too large for him. He sang a few notes at the top of the hill, and opened the umbrella into the rain of dirt and rocks. Observers didn’t see any supernatural magicks or rituals, but soon after that, the rocks stopped.

Mama and Mr. Li, as well as other humans in the house, were relieved and feasted on vegan jerky and mapo tofu. I was equally relieved. From the story, I knew Soyi’okos had returned to the city safely. I knew, somehow, that you and my fox and incubus were safe as well. I grieved for my rooster. I wondered, briefly, if Raja had cut Miss Little from her tree, or if she became an immovable lord of the in-between. I found myself rolling on my back sometimes, tangling my paws in the threads on my chest. They, for now, remained strong despite my changed form.

With the rock fall finished, Mr. Li called a vet he trusted to break my legs and set them properly. I don’t remember the vet’s face, just that she smelled of antiseptic and rubber, and I loathed the touch of her fingers in my matted fur.

I knew they meant to help, but whatever anesthetic they used wasn’t sufficient. I still broke free of Mama’s and Paul’s hold and gave the vet a slash across her arm and shoulder when she snapped my leg into place. This scared Mama so much that she packed me away back in our half-collapsed house, and into the mostly-intact master bedroom. She locked the room behind her, as if I could somehow open doors without thumbs.

And so, I stayed in that room, listening around me to humans cleaning up the City of Calgary. A few times, Mama had insurance surveyors and contractors come to inspect the house. I growled under my breath and cowered away from their unfamiliar scent.

Time . . . time affects tigers differently in your world. I felt years pass in that small space. Counted out days by passing angles of light, and thought of how we might’ve met earlier in life, in that large house on the south side of Calgary, if I had tried to help your mom instead of tricking her.

In all of it, I’m glad my actions brought me to you. I have wondered how you might look at me now—the real me, underneath my painted skin. I wondered if the passage of time, and my inability to communicate, might one day wear away all the threads that tether me to this world. One day, I might watch the red thread between us snap, and leave me here in this room alone. I wonder if Father would be disappointed by the end of my story.

Mama, as always, is right. I contemplate the scratches in the room, the urine stains in the bathtub, and the bone marrow I buried beneath the pillows. I think to myself, that tigers are not easy to love.

• • •

Two months after the rain of rocks stopped, Janet Margaret Child wears a red hat. Her too-old Toyota, with its rusted wheel wells and cackling engine, pulls into the driveway of an old townhouse area. Her mom inspects the streets, narrow nose turned upward at the squalor of open sewage and burnt plastic. Insurance funds have been slow to come through, so half the buildings around them are still in various states of disrepair. The clouds above are dark and laden with rain, though, and her mom smiles at that.

“Tell me about this girl again,” Mrs. Child says, manicured fingers tapping against the steering wheel. There is a tone, but Janet opts to ignore it. Her mom claims not to remember much of the years she spent at the hospital. Janet doesn’t know if she believes that, but if Mrs. Child stops talking about stolen children or threatening to die ugly whenever Janet mentions her girlfriend . . . well, that’s a good change.

“You met her, Mom, at the hospital. Remember?” She saved your life. Janet fluffs her red hair and adjusts her thick-rimmed glasses. She is not dressed as loudly as she normally is—a compromise—but she is changing too. “She’s a lesbian, like me. She’s Chinese, quiet, studies botany.” She grins. “She also kills monsters and eats mostly meat.”

Mrs. Child sputters. “I don’t understand you young people, or your diets.”

“I should get you and her mama together in the same room at some point. You can commiserate about the great age divide.”

Mrs. Child narrows her eyes. “One of my former nurses is single, and Italian. We talked a bit about you. He’s twenty-nine and kickboxes. Want me to introduce you?”

Janet laughs and flutters her eyelashes. “Sure. We can grab lunch, all three of us. Tam can eat him, skin him, and wear his face as a hat. And I knew you still remember the hospital.”

Mrs. Child’s scowl just about melts the car. Janet slips out of the passenger seat, turning to face the townhouse. Mrs. Child’s face twitches and registers a moment of panic as Janet walks away. She leans over the seat, and raises her voice. “I’ll pick you up at two. Don’t forget.”

“And I’ll be here.” Janet waves back over her shoulder on her way up the walkway.

She smiles and listens to the sound of her mom driving away. The sky is cool and overcast. Winter melts around her into serpentine rivulets of water. Moisture and droplets crawl and glisten along rooftops and gutters. Janet bats a handful of water out of her face and ducks to ring the bell.

A young Chinese woman opens the door. Her sloped eyes and flushed cheeks are so familiar that Janet’s heart aches. Janet closes her eyes. “Fox, don’t scare me like that.”

Fox looks at Janet’s shoulder. “Incubus’s color is purple. You’re not scared.”

“Fuck, you even sound like her,” Janet says. “No wonder you can pass.”   

“I ate her skin,” the fox says, as an explanation.

“Yes, and we’re all thrilled about that,” Janet says dryly. “Just ecstatic. Thank you, for the twentieth time, for saving my life. Now can I see her?”

Fox turns to let Janet pass. Janet greets Paul in the living room and articulates a half-greeting, half-challenge to Tam’s mama in the kitchen. Mrs. Lin grunts an answer, which is more vocalization than the week before.

Janet takes a beer from the fridge and ascends the narrow stairs to the upper floor. There, she swerves left, knocks, and lets herself through the door.

What is left of the master bedroom is destroyed by the thing living there. There is an attached bathroom, with a door removed by the hinges. Claw marks scar the carpet, parts of which are worn down to pale yellow netting.

On the bed, with crossed paws and strangely dwarfed by the red duvet, is a tiger. She doesn’t look like a healthy animal, with handfuls of orange and black fur missing. Her eyes are dull, and her whiskers barely twitch as she reads fanfiction on a tablet, with the words blown extra-large. She presses her pale nose to the screen, fogs the words, and scrolls the sentences upward.

“Tam, you look like shit,” Janet says.

One of the tiger’s ears flick back, and black lips pull back in the barest hint of a snarl. The tiger does not look at her.

“Jack found more documents on the art of shapeshifting, this time meant for animals who don’t know how to naturally transform. I’ll leave them on the table.” A clatter, as a book is dropped among dirty dishes and deep scratch marks.

“I audited another business class today.” Janet slips onto the bed, sliding her hips sideways so she is pressed against the tiger’s side. “With the three of us, Jack thinks it might work. His connections and expertise, your power and authority, and I can handle the front and customers. You know, after you stop moping.”

Tam growls low in her throat and plants a paw on the tablet. Janet chuckles. The tiger rumbles like her old car, and there’s little threat in it. She slides the tablet out from under the tiger’s nose, ignoring the huff of frustration. Halfway through their conversation, the animal sound changes flavor, from petty anger into something darker, pulsing with despair.

Janet turns, alarmed. She can’t communicate with Tam, not like Soyi’okos can, and the tiger’s moods change in ways she can’t anticipate with human logic. “Jesus Christ, Tam, your temper.”

The tiger thrashes, ripping at her duvet. Her yellow eyes go wide, and her open mouth fills her face—black lips and gleaming incisors. Janet grabs the nape of the tiger’s neck, wraps her arms around her throat, and presses the animal back into the bed with the full length of her torso. Teeth close around her forearm, denting her sweater but never breaking skin, because Tam would never hurt her, not again. Janet spreads her thighs to balance her weight, and holds on as the minutes tick down and Tam goes still beneath her. Low growls, with eyes that look beyond the small room and far away.

The first time Janet visited, Tam hid behind the bed. But for a brief moment before that, Janet had sensed genuine relief and wonder in the tiger’s inhuman face. Janet had dug Tam out from behind the bed, and embraced her, to feel with her arms and fingers and the skin of her cheeks—that Tam was still alive. In that moment, Janet felt her heart press out against her ribs and up her throat until she thought she might vomit something tender, wordless. The memory makes her return, again and again, to this ramshackle bedroom, to where the girl she cherishes—all animal power and yet fiercely human—hides away.

Yet, as soon as Tam learned that her human skin couldn’t be retrieved—that Fox had eaten it as fuel, in order to keep Soyi’okos and Janet frozen long enough to be rescued—Tam had withdrawn and closed herself off. And despite how many times Janet visited after that, Tam never looked at her again.

Janet presses her face between the tiger’s sharp shoulder blades. The tiger smells of vanilla shampoo and animal musk and a hint of blood. Janet cries. She squeezes the tiger tightly, and weeps as loudly as she knows how. Paul or Fox, or perhaps Mrs. Lin, knocks on the door, and Janet sobs a “fuck off!” that sends them scurrying. She holds Tam until they are both quiet and exhausted. She releases the tiger, and sinks flat on the bed alongside powerful paws and teeth.

“Tam Lin,” Janet says softly. “This time, let me tell you a story from my heritage.” She strokes along the raised bristles down the tiger’s spine. She gathers her thoughts a moment, and wonders if Tam is listening. It is difficult to tell, with a tiger.

“There was once a Scottish girl named Janet,” she says, “who wandered through the Carterhaugh forests picking flowers. There, she met a fae named Tam Lin, and I assumed they fucked like rabbits, because when she got home she was pregnant.” Janet leans her cheek against Tam’s side. The tiger is tense, much like she was that night in the hotel. “Janet returned to the forest to find Tam Lin. Tam Lin told her that he was once a human youth, before being turned into a fae warrior. Janet was told that if she could catch Tam Lin and hold onto him, no matter what, he might return to mortal form. So Janet grabbed him and held on, even when Tam Lin transformed into lions, and tigers, and finally a lump of coal.

“That’s why,” Janet says, “I knew you were mine the moment I learned your name. Tam, this whole experience . . . isn’t just Jack’s revenge quest or your redemption arc. It’s a romance between Janet and Tam Lin. It’s my story.” She wraps her arms around Tam again, squeezing until the tiger growls in protest. “In my story, Janet holds on tightly, whatever form you might take. You might not turn human again, not any time soon, but I’ll hold on until you do.”

She releases the tiger and slips off the bed. “So, Tam? Are you going to keep moping and rotting away here? Or are you going to pick your ass up and crack open that book on shapeshifting for dummies?”

The tiger is still a moment, and then she picks herself up off the bed. For the first time, in perhaps days, she sets her tender paws down on the carpet for reasons other than using the washroom or fetching bundles of chicken or ham from the door. Tam the Tigress looks up at Janet, pulls her ears back, and says, “I’ll learn.”

Janet doesn’t understand tiger, but the rest of it is clear enough. “So,” she says brightly. “If you’re out of your funk for now, let’s talk business. Jack and I want fifty-one percent of the shares of your aunt’s kiosk business. I applied for insurance and a business license. Jack is setting up a website and talking to suppliers. I’ll write up a business plan and negotiate an extended lease with the mall.”

Janet, dear Janet, leans in and even though I can’t see red anymore, her eyes are green. “By the time you can turn human again, we’ll be ready to open up shop. Our own fucking magical shop for supernatural solutions.”
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