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MADAM GHOST TALKER

August 20, 1975

Late afternoon, and the Walled City was a fleshy soup. Human pedestrians slicked past each other in narrow alleys, bodies filmed with sweat. Sad-faced ghosts peered out from corners or hovered on filthy eaves. Steam rose from mildewed gutters, suffusing both living and dead alike.

In among the shifting crowd, Mercy Chan paused at a crossroads, peering down the different alleys and struggling to recall the directions that her boss had given her not an hour before. The district was a maze, even for those who knew it well.

Should have written the directions down, she thought sourly. It was too hot to remember things that weren’t written down.

Every part of Kowloon was layered in shade, but the lack of sunlight brought no relief. The lower levels in particular were full of machineries and factories; they built up heat, like an oven. Mercy was trying not to bake in that dark oven. She tugged at the soggy neck of her plain linen shirt, peeling it from her skin in an attempt to create a little air circulation. But there was no air to circulate, only humidity.

She was supposed to be wearing a triad jacket—white and green, Cobra Lily’s colors, patterned in a snakeskin brocade—but she could not be bothered with long sleeves in this heat. Besides, Bao didn’t like her jacket, wouldn’t sit on her shoulder when she wore it. Even less incentive to ever put it on.

Since she’d chosen a regular sleeveless vest, the ghost cat had deigned to accompany her, compacting himself into a white, fluffy-looking bundle of fur. He nestled between the crook of her neck and shoulder, emanating a tiny radius of chilly air. A long tail curled over her upper arm in languid rest. It was a good, safe comfort to know he was there.

Bao opened one bright-red eye, stretched out a claw, and raked her collarbone lightly.

“Stop that!” Clearly, she’d stood in one place too long for his liking. “If you get bored so easily, why do you come with me?”

The ghost cat yawned.

“Some use you are,” she said, affectionate. “Be a good little hunter and find this rogue spirit for me, since you’re in such a hurry.”

Nose twitching, he leaped from her shoulder and began drifting serenely above the sweat-soaked masses. A few people flinched, but most ignored him, recognizing that he was no threat. Main streets like this one were guarded carefully by triad exorcists, and the only ghosts who traveled along it openly were those—like Bao—who had special exemption.

Mercy, who could not float eerily through the air, began shoving her way through the crowd after him. The sooner she got this done, the sooner she could get back to the fan-cooled bliss of her own flat. And have a damn bath.

Kowloon was as much vertical as it was horizontal. She was currently about three levels up on the east side, walking through a warren of noodle-thin “roads” made of metal sheets laid across pipes and struts. Five-foot-nothing and she still had to duck in places beneath low-hanging signs or protruding construction.

Directly beneath her sandaled feet was another street, or possibly the interior of someone’s house. She could hear people moving about on all sides: above, below, around her, for several streets up and down and extending to the sides, pierced with loud clangs from the metalworking shops on the ground level.

Bao appeared to be heading for a particular flat one level up. She could just see it from here. The windows were boarded but an unearthly light seeped from the cracks, visible in the city’s perpetual semidarkness.

“Good job,” she said.

Bao flicked his tail and darted ahead of her. He led her off the main road, up a rickety staircase and down a short alleyway that was devoid of light. Garbage crusted the gutters while rusted, irregularly spaced doorframes sank into the surrounding concrete. Her job never took her to friendly places.

He floated across a narrow gap between buildings; Mercy jumped it with practiced ease. At the end of the alleyway was a pair of doors, almost next to each other. Judging by the number etched into its frame and the eerie light seeping through the cracks, the left door was the one she wanted.

Unfortunately, someone had secured it shut with a chain and a padlock.

“No easy way through there,” she said to the cat. “Perhaps the neighbors can be of help.”

Bao leaped up to sit on her shoulder and curled into an indifferent lump, as if to reply, I did my bit; the rest is your problem now. Which was perfectly true.

She approached the unlocked door. Nobody answered her knock, so she simply pushed it open.

Dilapidation greeted her. A stove, a couch, a folding table, two plastic stools, and a broken TV all crowded for space against one wall, while a narrow pallet took up the opposite side. There was no toilet, no closet, just a few unwashed dishes, and clothes of dubious hygiene in a pile. Like most homes, this one sat in semidarkness; electricity was expensive in Kowloon, and unreliable.

On the far side, two men sat hunched over a small dining table, talking intently in low voices. They looked to be in their early twenties—young enough to be her sons, if she’d had children. One of them bore a rat tattoo winding around his neck, cheaply done and the ink bleeding across lines. The other wore a series of thin gold bracelets on his wrist. Both looked up as she entered.

“Cobra Lily sent me,” Mercy said, when they continued to stare at her in silence. “I hear the place next to yours has an exceptional ghost problem.”

“We are the ones who called on Cobra Lily.” Rat Tattoo rubbed his nose and added guardedly, “You are the exorcist?” His disbelieving gaze took in this early-fifties woman, stocky frame draped in a washed-worn shirt and battered shorts. The broken flip-flops on her feet and the fuzzy cat on her shoulder. The smattering of cheap tattoos on her skin.

“Ghost talker,” she corrected, cheerfully. “Not exorcist.”

His scowl deepened. “Even worse! We pay our dues, we pay them on time, and Cobra Lily sends some … middle-aged shopkeeper? What are you going to do, gossip it to death?”

Bao chose that moment to open those red, red eyes.

There was an intake of breath from both men, the shared recognition of a ghost cat. Maogui were no laughing matter.

For the first time, Rat Tattoo seemed to notice the branching lightning scar that ran from Mercy’s shoulder to her wrist, and his forehead creased in uneasy alarm. His hand drifted to the watermelon chopper that hung from his belt.

“Don’t you dare draw that knife! And I am here for what I can do, not for how I look,” Mercy said sharply. Middle-aged shopkeeper, indeed! Young people had no respect these days. “Do you want my help, or not? Hungry Ghost Festival is just around the corner.”

The men exchanged glances, clearly absorbing her warning. Ghosts were already a pain at the best of times, but during Ghost Month—and on the nights surrounding the festival in particular—they could be especially dangerous. The veil to the underworld was thinnest, and the dead at their strongest, on those inauspicious days.

“Fine, but you’d better be competent, little auntie,” Rat Tattoo said, releasing his chopper grudgingly. He had a strong Mandarin accent, although his Cantonese was very good. “The old lady died a few days ago. She won’t go away, nor will she let anyone inside for long, and she is violent if disturbed. That’s why we asked Cobra Lily for an exorcist.”

Mercy kept her face still and neutral. Almost everyone who died in the Walled City returned as a ghost, these days. Nothing unusual there; this city was a pit trap for spirits, its energy saturated with years of violence.

But those who died peacefully did not usually linger very long. Even those who died brutally could often be placated by offerings or apologies. Either these men were missing information, or they were hoarding facts.

“How did you know her?” she said. “Are you just neighbors?”

Unease flashed across Rat Tattoo’s face. “She was Ng Chungpo’s grandmother.” He gestured at his bracelet-wearing friend. “He lives here, next to her.”

Chungpo remained silent and drummed his fingers on the tabletop. For someone who had recently lost a grandmother, he didn’t seem very upset. Bored, even.

“I see,” Mercy said, when it became clear the bereaved man had no interest in replying. “How long has she been a concern? Was it you who chained everything shut?”

Her gaze kept straying to Chungpo’s bracelets; they did not seem like the kind of thing a streetwise young man would wear in these parts. She could imagine them having belonged to his dead grandmother, though.

“Few days.” Chungpo spoke at last, picking sullenly at his lip. “She keeps crying and ranting. Won’t talk to anyone. We only boarded up the door because we were afraid.”

Rat Tattoo leaned forward. “Will you banish her?”

“I will certainly speak to her,” Mercy said, carefully. “Can you let me into her place?”

Five minutes later, they stood crowded around as Chungpo jammed a key forcefully into the lock. Loose chain links slithered to the ground in a messy coil.

“Now what?” Rat Tattoo ran his thumb repeatedly over tobacco-stained teeth. “Do we stay here, or—”

“No. Come with me.” Mercy pressed a hand to the peeling wood and gently nudged it open, stepping inside.

With a mutter of swearing, the two young men edged reluctantly after her. A waft of cooler air rolled over them, pleasant relief from the sticky heat outside. Bao leaped down from her shoulder to stand next to her, tail lashing.

This flat was a more cheerful replica of the one she’d just left. A sofa bed in tolerable condition, the walls scrubbed clean, and Buddhist paraphernalia lining rickety wooden shelves. The old lady had been devout; there was a shrine to the wealth god, some small statues, a bowl of fruit left out for hungry spirits. A few ancient newspaper clippings were pinned to the wall, headlines shouting about the end of the war; they were decades old, yellow with age.

On the far side of the room, an elderly woman bent over a charcoal cooker, stirring something in a wok. A dark button-down shirt draped loose over her stooped shoulders, spine humped with age and poor nutrition. She did not look up at their entrance.

The ghost herself.

Quite corporeal, too. If not for the slightly translucent quality of her flesh, the old lady might almost have passed for a living woman. That solidity, and the degree of the coldness in here, suggested a spirit of notable strength.

Or notable anger.

“This is her,” Chungpo said. “My dear old Ahma.” A hint of irony underpinned the affectionate term.

“No shit.” Mercy cleared her throat then said, more loudly and more politely, “Good afternoon, grandmother.”

Silence.

“What are you doing?” Rat Tattoo said, in a low hiss. “You are supposed to banish her!”

“She doesn’t talk to anyone,” Chungpo added. “She won’t talk to you, either.”

“Shut up, stupid eggs,” Mercy told them, then raised her voice again. “Grandmother? Can you hear me? Please answer, if you can.”

The men were right to be cynical. Despite having unfinished business, ghosts were not always willing to communicate, and it sounded like they had already tried that here. But ghosts did answer to Mercy. Always. She had a way of speaking, of putting force into her words, that seemed to draw their attention.

As usual, it worked. The elderly woman paused in her stirring and partly turned her head.

“Is that you?” Her face was still hidden by a fall of shoulder-length hair, black strands shot thickly with gray. “Aiyah, you were gone so long!”

Another waiting woman, Mercy thought resignedly. There were many kinds of waiting-women ghosts, from wives pining for dead or unfaithful husbands, to mothers wasting away as they hoped for the return of a child, to young girls with broken hearts, and so on. She felt sorry for them, but also annoyed by them. Bad enough to spend your life waiting on other people; even worse to spend the afterlife doing it, too.

Still, it was the kind of opening she needed.

“Sorry, grandmother.” Mercy took a cautious step forward. “I am just a guest in your home. The person you were waiting for is … Actually, who are you waiting for?”

Feverescent eyes peered through a veil of monochrome hair. “My grandson. My handsome, clever grandson!”

“Oh? Did he go somewhere?”

“Out.” The ghost seemed to dim briefly, like a faltering candle. “My grandson went … out … when I got sick. He said he would get a doctor and come right back.”

Chungpo wiped his hands, as if his palms were sweating.

“But he did not come back, did he.” Mercy was swept with a sense of resignation; she suspected where this was going. “Did he leave you here? Alone, and sick?”

“He is coming back.” The ghost shivered. “Very soon. Very soon!”

Cheeks reddening, Chungpo edged back into the shadows.

“Why haven’t you banished her?” Rat Tattoo cut in. Even in this cold room, he was flushed and red, too. “End her suffering! What kind of exorcist are you, anyway?”

“I’m a ghost talker, not an exorcist,” Mercy said, sharply. “Interrupt me again and I’ll bind your spirit to a bedpan.”

She couldn’t really do it, but Rat Tattoo didn’t know that. He blanched and fell silent.

To the old woman, she said, “Listen, grandmother. If your grandson was going to come back, why did he lock and bar the doors?”

“I … don’t know.” The ghost finally tilted her head up, and there was nothing horrific or scary about her features. Only a pained sadness in the sunken face. “He took my money when he left. Said it was to pay the doctor.”

Chungpo swore under his breath.

“Fuck a crab,” Mercy said, and sighed. “Grandmother, you are dead. I don’t know if the sickness killed you or starvation did, but either way, the only ‘help’ your grandson gave was to hurry you along and make sure you could not escape death. He waited till you were bedbound, stole your money and your jewelry, and locked you in here to die.” She looked at Chungpo. “Am I right?”

The man glared. Gold bracelets clacked on his wrists as his fists curled.

“No!” The ghost began to cry with black tears, smoke trickling from her nostrils. “No, he would never!” Long cooking chopsticks dropped from fragile hands and dispersed into ethereal mist. Her body flickered like a television with a bad signal.

Rat Tattoo grabbed Mercy’s shoulder with some force. “If you are accusing us of—”

Bao hissed, fur standing on end. He was only a small ghost, but the sudden noise was enough to make the man release his grip in shock.

“You must have known, in those final moments, what your grandson had done,” Mercy said, stepping sideways to avoid Rat Tattoo’s grasp, still keeping steady eye contact with the elderly lady. “Or you would not be lingering here now, attacking anyone who tries to move you out of this house.”

“No, he would not … he …” Pallid lips writhed in sudden anger. “How could he leave me like that? His own grandmother. I took days to die!”

“Ghosts always have unfinished business,” Mercy said, softening her tone. “Ghosts always want something. What is it you want, grandmother? You can tell me.”

It was true. The dead who returned were not quite who they used to be. Dying damaged the different parts of the soul, and what lingered on was the hurt, the betrayal, the grief. The dead came back because they had unfinished business, always, and ignoring that context was deeply shortsighted. In Mercy’s professional opinion, anyway.

“I want …” The ghost shuddered, grew taller and broader. The stick-thin shoulders filled out, broadening with muscle. Ghostly etherealness solidified into weighty spirit-flesh. Her eyes went wide, the red light behind them bright as a beacon. She opened her mouth, jaw unhinging as smoke poured out. “I want justice!”

“Thought so.” Mercy dived for cover behind the rickety sofa-bed.

Rat Tattoo, quick on the uptake, dived to the opposite corner.

Only Chungpo remained, frozen and terrified, crouching in a corner. “Ahma—”

The ghost shrieked and vomited a stream of fire. Everything in front of her melted or caught alight. Mercy, already too hot, felt a fresh raft of sweat break across her skin.

Chungpo screamed and launched himself through the single window, narrowly avoiding a fiery death. He burst through the cheap glass and landed on the eaves just outside. Mercy could no longer see him, but she could hear the frantic slap of his feet as he desperately leaped to another balcony with a crash.

“What did you do!” Rat Tattoo yelled, still cowering. “What the hell, what the hell, what the—”

“Chungpo!” the ghost moaned, loudly enough that the picture frames rattled. “My murderous, ungrateful brat!”

“Go after him, get your justice!” Mercy called out, hands cupped over her mouth. “You can do it, grandmother!”

The ghost vomited another jet of fire and took off, lithe and fast in death as she had not been in life. She flew through the same window, speeding after Chungpo. Moments later, screams and yells echoed from the streets beyond as terrified pedestrians fled from the spectacle of a red-eyed, fire-breathing old woman.

Even that did not last very long. Chungpo howled, the sound entangled with the roar of his grandmother’s flames. His cries cut off abruptly as death took him. The noise of fire faded to a trickle; her vengeance was satisfied.

The sudden stillness was breathtaking. Bao sat in the center of the quiet room, cleaning perfectly white paws. If he was calm, that meant the danger had passed; the old lady was at rest.

“Job done.” Mercy stood and dusted the ash from her hands, trying vainly to fan some air on her face. It was hot as a metal furnace in here, not helped by the sofa still being on fire. “We did good, little cat.”

“Are you crazy?” Rat Tattoo grabbed her arm, whipping her round so hard it gave her a crick in the neck. “That ghost killed him because of what you said!”

Mercy punched his throat with her free arm. Rat Tattoo wheeled backward, gagging, and tried to draw his watermelon chopper.

In a blink, Bao rippled and grew larger, tiny body burgeoning to the size of a leopard. A bone-white, fluffy-as-a-cloud leopard. He leaped at the startled young man, knocking him to the ground. Enormous, claw-tipped paws pressed stocky shoulders to the floor, heavy with unexpected weight.

Rat Tattoo lay flat, breathing hard from the punch to his throat. Still clutching the chopper.

Mercy drew her own knife and knelt over him, the blade tip pressed to the underside of Rat Tattoo’s chin. “Stop opening your mouth, small son. Stupid things come out every time you do.”

He stared at her, eyes round like teacups. He had rather delicate skin for such a hard man.

“Did you know that some ghosts can change how corporeal they are? Easier for them to do if there is less light.” Mercy prized the watermelon chopper from his hand, examining the blade; it was dull and cheap, notched in four places. “That is why ghosts in Kowloon are so strong, compared to the ghosts in the rest of Hong Kong. It is always dark here.”

She tossed the cleaver through the ruined wall of the burning flat, into the alleyway beyond. “Bao is particularly strong, because I have been feeding him for years. Not only can he change his size and corporeality, but his bite will fuck you up—whether it is night or day, whether you’re a living human or a dead spirit.”

Bao growled in agreement.

“You murdered Chungpo,” Rat Tattoo said, tightly. “Cobra Lily will not be impressed!”

Mercy laughed. “My boss, whose name is too good for your mouth, doesn’t take kindly to anyone in Kowloon who kills women. Especially one’s own grandmother. Chungpo was already dead no matter what I did, you wooden chicken. I just saved Cobra Lily the hassle of doing it herself. Believe me, she will be happy.”

Rat Tattoo’s eyes swam with insults, but for once, his mouth was silent. He was learning.

“Be glad I don’t mark you down for accessory to his murder. You are not innocent either, are you?” she said, pointedly. “Covering for your friend, lying to—”

Catch him.

The urge. It struck her with blinding force, her hands spasming with that sudden rush of violent desire.

Hold him.

Her knife wobbled against his skin; he swallowed.

Drag him to water and keep him down until his blood is salt and his eyes are food for the fishes—

Mercy breathed in deep, then breathed out slowly again, struggling for control. She mentally counted to ten until the irrational moment passed. That darkness in her, whatever it was, which gave her such unpleasant ideas and whispered to her at night, had no place here.

She didn’t know why those thoughts plagued her relentlessly, only that they did. It was simply a part of herself that she had learned to live with.

Rat Tattoo had not missed the flux of emotions passing across her face, or the dangerous twitching of her hands. He went completely still, like a frightened mouse.

“Whatever, I’m done.” Mercy stood up and put her knife away, trying to conceal the tremor in her limbs. “Bao, let’s go!”

Bao withdrew from the prone man, his form shimmering and compacting down. By the time he reached Mercy’s side, he was again the size of a small kitten.

Rat Tattoo scrambled upright, face red from anger and shame. “Fuck you, dog-faced bitch! Fuck your mother, fuck your father and your uncle and your bastard demon cat! May your whole family fall down in the street and get run over!”

“Too late for curses,” she said, stepping through the burned door. “I have no family.”

His swearing echoed after her all the way down the alley and halfway down the next block. But he didn’t actually follow her, and she didn’t look back.
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PICTURE A GIRL

Thirty-three years ago …

Picture a girl, floating in a storm-churned ocean.

Her arms hang limp, eyes lidded and unresponsive. She has a worker’s build, strong all over, hands blooming with calluses. Dark hair fans out in the water, forming a cloud around her face. A thin bracelet with a tiger charm encircles one wrist.

The current stirs and swirls. She does not.

Dead things surround her. A few drowned men drift in the water, limbs rigid and possessions scattered. The broken remnants of freshly sunken boats lie half buried on the ocean floor. History is eroding down here, rusting in the mud.

Beneath the water, her eyes open.

So does her mouth. She is drowning, floundering. Splayed hands paddle, sturdy legs kicking her upward. The instinct to live is strong.

She breaks the ocean surface with a gargling shriek. How long was she underwater? How did she get here? Questions without answers. She needs to get out of the ocean before she dies. The shore isn’t far, visible as a hump of indistinct trees. She swims.

And swims. Against the surf, against the tide. It drags her out and she rides the waves, knowing instinctively how to work with the ocean’s pull. This surprises her, to find how well she navigates water. She must be experienced at swimming.

Soon enough, the girl slogs onto the beach in the dead of night, feeling raw for reasons she can’t explain, yet knowing she has done a terrible … what? What is it? Something she does not want to remember and can’t think about. Not yet.

There is water inside of her, a lot of it. She spends a while vomiting it up, chest aching. But at the end of that ache is air, sweet and clear.

More water pours from her eyes. Not ocean water, though it tastes of salt. She is crying and can’t stop. You can’t cry under the sea without drowning. Who said that to her? Someone now lost. The crying only ends when her dehydrated body runs out of tears.

Thoughts and memories contradict each other inside her head and she can’t sift through the confusion. Slumped up against an abandoned fishing boat, entirely alone, she dares risk thinking about the memories which frighten her.

Names, first. She must have one, is sure she did once. She can’t recall it, though, which is scary. It is then that she notices the injuries along her forearms. In the stress of everything happening, those details have only just registered.

Firstly, there is the scar. On her left side runs a branching mark, from shoulder to wrist. It looks like a lightning bolt etched into her skin and it is violently red, still raw to the touch.

Secondly, there are the words. On her right arm, someone has scratched characters in a red weal along the skin. Just a simple name: Chen Mei Chi.

She traces the scratched characters, puzzled. No idea why she’d have her own name etched into her skin like a wound. Or who made that wound in the first place, or why she can’t remember more.

She examines the gold tiger charm on its plain bracelet chain. The sort of thing given to mark the zodiac of one’s birth year. But what year is it currently? That’s the real question. If she knew that, she might know her own age.

As for the rest, she has little enough to go on. She was swimming … where? A green place, on the ocean. An island, yes. Mei Chi can picture it, just, though the details slip away when she tries to focus on them.

A raging storm.

A girl who loved the sea.

A statue, standing in darkness.

The something she did, which she should not have done.

That is it. The full extent of her fractured memories.

Exhaustion is conquering her, and she can’t keep awake much longer. It feels as if she has been swimming for decades without rest. Maybe tomorrow will bring more answers. She lifts up the overturned boat and crawls beneath it, curling up.

Confused and exhausted, Mei Chi slides into an uneasy sleep.
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Her first night is a difficult one. Initially, her dreams are a jumble of drowning-related things and screaming faces of sailors. Regular nightmare stuff.

Then, without warning, she wakes abruptly. Something is wrong. Instead of sand, she lies on a bed of lotus blossoms and curling vines, as if she has appeared in the middle of a forest. It is stuffy and hot in here.

Lifting up the boat, she finds the beach is a bleak landscape; the vines exist only under the boat. The beach is now a place where the desert meets the sea, ash-white shore on one side (no trees, nothing for miles) and black water on the other. The sand rattles like bones and the waves are turgid, barely moving, as if the water is too heavy for currents.

A woman stands ankle-deep in the surf, hair blowing in a wind that Mei Chi cannot feel. Her skin is the color of light jade, her nails unnaturally long and sharp-edged. She wears rags, the fabric drenched; rivulets of water run down her arms and drip from her limbs. Strands of kelp wrap around her ankles, and her feet are caked in sand grains. The scent of brine overpowers.

The woman is speaking now. Or rather, she is screaming—the same phrase, over and over. It’s oddly difficult to hear because the air is thick, distorting and muting all noise.

“I can’t hear you,” Mei Chi says. Her words are distorted, too. She walks closer to the green-hued woman. Movement is difficult; it’s like trying to wade in thick jelly.

“SEA … SISTER!” The woman cups her hands around a wind-chapped mouth to holler. “SEA! SISTER!” Her eyes are impossible to see, hidden by her hair.

“Sea Sister?” Mei Chi says, with an uneasy spark of recognition. She should know the answer to her own question. The fact that she doesn’t sends a thrill of panicked anxiety down her spine. “Who is Sea Sister?”

The green-hued woman throws back her head. The hair streams back from her face and her eyes are solid orbs, glistening and dark, like a sea lion’s. Inhuman, yet oddly beautiful.

Then she lunges for Mei Chi, who yelps and leaps backward.

There is no ground behind her, though. Only blackness. She steps into that blackness and falls forever and a day, while the green-hued woman shrieks from an ever-growing distance.

In the shadow of an overturned boat, Mei Chi wakes with a gasp. Just a dream.

Even so, she bursts into tears. Outside, the rainstorm has taken a turn for the worse, battering the hull. The noise is tremendous. Eventually, she drifts to sleep again, and this time the night lets her rest.
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In the morning, her already scant memories feel even more shaky and uncertain, like something she merely imagined. Mei Chi (if that is her name) eases out of the overturned boat into a brand-new day. The beach is quiet, which strikes her as odd. There should be fishermen going about their business; this boat should be in use.

Fishermen. So. She knows about their habits, their life. That only amplifies her frustration with what is unknown. It’s as if seeing things she should know helps trigger the memories, but she can’t summon them of her own volition.

It’s too hard to think; the distractions are mounting. She is hungry, but has no food. She is thirsty, but the ocean isn’t drinkable. Find those things first. Once she is safe and warm, that will be a good time to examine the half-remembered echoes which fill her with inexplicable fear.

The scratched name on her arm stings as she walks; she pulls down her tattered sleeve to cover it, and tries not to think too hard about anything for now.

There is an overgrown trail, leading away from the beach and through clusters of trees. Mei Chi follows it until she emerges through leafy foliage at a small village. A few houses, some chickens. If anyone is awake, they are still inside.

Well, except one. A man is crouched down, trying to fix a broken fence. Next to him are barrels which look to be full of rainwater; Mei Chi’s thirst intensifies.

She hobbles over. The man stiffens at her approach, turning to regard her with a wary expression.

“Good morning, uncle.” Her voice is raspy and creaky; she tries to clear her throat in vain.

The man glowers. “What do you want?” He uses no honorific for her, she notices.

“Do you have any water?” she asks, inching closer. Looking pointedly at the barrels. “I am lost, and very thirsty.”

“Lost? What do you mean? Did you come from the city?”

“No,” she says, unsure which city he means. She adds, on impulse, “But I am trying to get there. Do you know which way I should walk?” A city sounds more promising than jumping back into the ocean.

His lip curls. “Are you mad, or just stupid?”

She recoils. “What do you mean?”

“Hong Kong surrendered to the Japanese months ago,” he says, half snarling. “They called it Black Christmas. You must know that.”

She shakes her head emphatically. “I … have been living on the islands.” She intends it as a half lie to cover her ignorance, but it feels oddly like the truth in her mouth.

“The islands?! That’s very lucky. Did you sail through that storm, then?”

“I think so,” she says, in a small voice. “The boat turned over. I managed to swim to shore.”

“Lucky you, twice over. Anyway, Hong Kong belongs to the Japanese troops, now.” He spits on the ground. “You must be insane or a simpleton to think of going there.” His eyes narrow. “Or maybe, you work for the Japanese. Is that what you are? One of their collaborators?”

“I am not anything like that!” She begins to cry. “I am just lost and confused!”

Far from being moved by her plight, he seems alarmed by her neediness, her vulnerability. “We cannot help you, we cannot help you! Go away, little miss!” And he shoves her bodily down the road.

She resists, just trying to keep her balance. He shoves her again and something dark within her flares in sudden fury.

Catch him.

She snatches his wrists.

Hold him.

“Let go of me, kid!” he says, full of revulsion and anger.

Drag him to the water and—

One moment her fingers are tight around his wrists and the next she is hauling him to a nearby rain barrel, oddly strong despite being shorter and smaller than this grown man.

—keep him down until his blood is salt and his eyes are food for the fishes—

He’s yelling and thrashing and still, somehow, she wrestles him down and shoves his head into the barrel. The villager screams horribly with his head underwater, bubbles churning as he expends the air from his lungs.

—and there is nothing left of him but empty skin.

“Stop her!” People are bursting out of nearby houses, shouting and pointing as they sprint to her victim’s rescue.

Mei Chi gasps and releases the man, backing away so fast she stumbles and nearly falls. What is she doing? Why did she do that? There are no good answers to that question. She simply felt a terrible urge, heard those awful intrusive thoughts, and acted on them.

“Demon!” The man has pulled his head out of the water barrel, face bright red and streaming with water. “Demon bitch!”

Villagers are converging, furious and frightened. Mei Chi can’t blame them. She’s furious and frightened, too. At herself, as much as them.

There are thick woods, not far from here. Perhaps she can find safety there. Mei Chi flees, cringing at the villagers’ shouting.




3

WATER FETCHER

August 20, 1975

Catch him.

People milled in the streets, trying to smother the small fires started by the elderly ghost.

Hold him.

Rat Tattoo’s yelling echoed, faintly audible above the racket. And Mercy veered away from the crowds, the noise, hands curled into fists, breathing through her nose.

Drag him to the water—

The refrain echoed through her head, cacophonously loud. Tight pain speared behind her eyes, as if her blood pressure were rising sharply.

—and keep him down until his blood is salt and his eyes are food for the fishes—

She held her face still as a stone statue and kept walking, conscious of Rat Tattoo still in the background somewhere. Conscious, too, of the local residents still flustered and cross.

The moment she turned a fresh corner, Mercy broke into a jog. She didn’t like running at the best of times and was soon out of breath, but she knew from experience that when the urge crept up on her, she should avoid other people. She needed space.

Space, of course, was the one thing that was not easy to find in Kowloon. The city was small in area, the foundations hemmed in by fort walls built long ago.

It compensated by being complex in structure. Dozens of paths and alleys crisscrossed at all levels. Of these, the Snakeskin triad guarded only the eight main roads which ran at ground level, and slapped wards on the bigger alleys or streets in upper areas. It made sense to do this; the eight main roads were the most important to keep free of ghosts. Most of the ground-level areas were steeped in perpetual shadow.

People still traversed the smaller roads and alleys, because they had to. They either lived there, worked there, could not afford the tolls too often, or all three. But those streets were less crowded, and that was what Mercy wanted right now.

Three streets over and two stories down, she finally came to a quiet little courtyard on the ground level, squashed on all sides by other buildings. No sunlight at all. The only other person around was a young girl, perhaps twelve or thirteen, who was drawing filthy water from a crude well. It was too much to expect total privacy in Kowloon; this would have to do.

Mercy slumped against the nearest wall in a crouch, heels of her hands pressed to her eye sockets, waiting for her breath to settle and the headache to subside. Bao pressed close against her neck, oozing chilly comfort. She counted up to fifteen, then down again in reverse.

After so many years, Mercy had more or less accepted the intrusive thoughts she could not explain, because she could at least control them. Even when they overwhelmed her, it was never enough to drive her to unfortunate acts—apart from that very first time, as a girl at Silverstrand Beach.

Didn’t mean she wasn’t scared by it every time, though.

“Hey? Hey, auntie!”

Mercy looked up, trying to suppress a flash of irritation at being disturbed. Bao, who had immediately fallen into a nap, opened one resentful eye.

The young girl was gesturing at them, a hopeful expression on her face.

Mercy sighed. “What is it, little niece?”

She grinned. “You’re Madam Chan, right? The ghost talker who works for Cobra Lily?”

“Heard of me, have you?”

“I watched you talk to a ghost on my street,” she said, excitedly. “It wouldn’t speak to anyone except you.”

“I’m lucky.” Mercy hated this line of conversation, because she never knew what to say when it came up, or how to explain why ghosts responded to her. Maybe other people just didn’t use the right tone of voice. “I have a knack.”

“It ate a man’s head after you talked to it,” the girl said, chewing a ragged nail.

“She ate her husband’s head, and it was no worse than what he’d done to her while she was alive,” Mercy said, shortly. The head-eating thing was specific enough for her to recall the case. She added, with a hint of guilt, “Sorry you had to see that.”

“Naw, it was fun. You were clever, too.” She lifted the bucket, holding it up. “Need a drink of water, Madam Ghost Talker?”

Gray liquid slopped over the rim of the metallic pail. It had an oily sheen and smelled like rotten cabbage. Bao actually bared his teeth, as if threatened.

Mercy eyed first the girl, and then the bucket, with a raised eyebrow. Next to the well was a basket of cheap bottles that she had partly filled up.

Water fetchers were a common enough sight. There were wells all over the district, though you couldn’t pay Mercy to drink from any of them. Any water that came from the ground in Kowloon was heavily contaminated by open sewage and industrial waste. Still, some folk had a use for it, and savvy kids could make a few pennies collecting and delivering.

“Not right now, sorry,” Mercy said finally, rubbing throbbing temples. Thankfully, the urge had abated, for now, which was a welcome relief. She needed to get home and report to Cobra Lily.

The girl’s face fell. She muttered something rude under her breath and turned back to her work. Even with a rope, her slight form had to lean over and into the crude well, just to lower her pail.

Mercy watched, struck by immediate remorse. She herself had not been much older when she’d first come to the Walled City, alone and friendless, struggling to stay safe and find work to feed herself.

Things were better these days than they used to be, with the war long done and modernity creeping in, but kids here still had a hard life. Harder than most people’s, all things considered. A few pennies meant nothing to her, these days, but would mean a lot to this girl.

She stood slowly, brushing dust off her legs. “Hey kid, I changed my mind. How much for a couple of bottles?”

The girl did not reply. Perhaps she hadn’t heard—her back was toward Mercy, her body leaned over the well. Head out of sight.

Bao stood up abruptly, suddenly alert when he hadn’t been before.

“Hey, little niece …” Mercy began, then trailed off.

The girl wasn’t moving. Her narrow frame was slumped and completely limp.

Mercy swore under her breath and darted forward, closing the distance between them. She grasped fistfuls of threadbare shirt and hauled the kid upward and back.

Sour-smelling liquid sloshed her shirt and the ground around them. Bao hissed, leaping off her shoulder and backing away to avoid getting wet. Even as a ghost, he disliked the sensation.

Dirty, oily water surged up and over the lip of the well, as if a pipe had burst or flooded from below. It pooled on the concrete, having nowhere to sink into, and showed no signs of abating.

The girl, meanwhile, collapsed in Mercy’s arms. She was soaked from the chest up, and Mercy realized with appalled horror that the kid’s head had been hanging upside down in water. That small face was white as death: chest not moving, lungs not breathing. She needed to get the kid breathing—

Pale lids flew open, sharp gaze fixing instantly to Mercy’s own. She should have been relieved, but instead the sight made her stomach sink. There was something watchful and alien behind those eyes. No trace of the hard-bitten child she’d spoken to only moments before.

“Shit,” Mercy said, wearily. “I’m too late.”

“Don’t worry, Madam Ghost Talker.” The girl broke into a slow, cold smile. “This body has been dead for days.”

From a few feet away, Bao hissed, ghost fur standing on end. He was telling her what she already could see for herself: the kid was possessed.

Water continued to glug from the well, slowly filling the small, sunken courtyard. It lapped at her sandal-clad feet, threatening to rise to her ankles.

None of this was good. A normal person might have dropped the kid and fled, but Mercy was too experienced for that. If it wanted to attack, it would have already. For whatever reason, this ghost wished to speak.

And talking to ghosts was the one thing Mercy Chan truly had a gift for. Best she deal with this problem, before it did harm to someone less adept.

She held the thin frame steady and said, with a calm she did not feel, “Who are you, then? What do you want?”

“I am a messenger.” The girl’s smile twisted into a snarl. “The demon who killed me wanted me to ask you a question.”

A bizarre answer. Most ghosts were confused, to one extent or another. Returning as an undead spirit meant portions of the soul were missing or fractured, and that in turn meant a ghost’s self-awareness and ability to reason were also damaged.

But this spirit did not sound confused. It sounded extremely confident.

“Who was this demon that killed you?” she asked, skin prickling with goose bumps. “Why doesn’t this demon speak to me itself?”

“How should I know?” Small flies landed on the girl’s face, crawling across the unblinking eyes, across the teeth bared in a fixed grin. “I am just a good little ghost, doing as I am told.”

“I see.” Mercy’s mouth was suddenly dry. “What was the question this demon wanted you to ask?”

The dead girl blinked first one eye, and then the other. “Do you remember the island, Chen Mei Chi?”

Her headache from before came crashing back, like a rain of stones on the inside of her skull. A strange, terrible pressure was building up behind her temples, so powerful it left her dizzy and staggering.

“No!” she gasped, as much to rebuke the pain as to answer reflexively.

“Lies! Lies, lies, lies!” The dead girl launched up at her, mouth twisted into a snarl.

Mercy didn’t even have to react. Bao tackled the girl from the side, lion sized and roaring.

Supernatural or not, the girl had a slight frame that buckled under the ghost cat’s hefty corporeality. She crashed sideways to the ground under a heap of maogui flesh.

And before Mercy could even think the word “stop,” let alone shout it, Bao put his jaws around the dead kid’s head and bit down.

There was a sound like a watermelon bursting, followed by silence. The headless body toppled into the well.

Mercy probably should have tried to catch the body and haul it out, rather than allow yet another contaminant into the water system below. Instead, she was too busy swallowing sick, repulsed by the pop of blood and brains that squished from between Bao’s teeth. She loved her pet, but in moments like these, she remembered why most people ran from ghost cats, or tried to banish them.

Around them, the gray water receded rapidly, seeming to either sink into the ground or retreat back into the well from which it had surged. The mangled head was gone, swallowed cheerfully into Bao’s gullet.

“What the hell was that about?” Mercy said out loud, hands still shaking from the encounter. She’d faced down death before, and seen far more gruesome ghosts than this one. Yet the intensity of the experience had unnerved her deeply. “Demons leaving messages? Ghosts with a personal angle? I don’t like this.”

Bao looked at her, tail lashing. Far from bored or indifferent, he seemed curiously alert and intense; he had still not shrunk back down to his kitten size. As if he still sensed a threat.

From elsewhere in the neighborhood, a clatter of noise echoed: voices talking, laughing, arguing. Even quiet spaces like this did not stay quiet long, in Kowloon. Other people would be here soon.

“Let’s put some warding talismans down,” she said, rising to her feet. “After that, we’re heading home. There are no answers here, and I still need a bath.”
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The bath was heaven for the entire fifteen minutes Mercy sat in it. She scrubbed until all trace of salt and grime and burned furniture and brain matter was gone. Eventually, she felt almost human again.

Being clean was a luxury she would never take for granted. In the old days, before Cobra Lily had plucked her from obscurity and squalor, Mercy hadn’t ever bathed. Mostly because she hadn’t owned a tub. She’d made do with a quick rag-rinse over a sink in the evenings.

These days, with triad money and filtered rainwater coming through newly built pipes, Mercy could bask in the satisfaction of actually feeling clean. Lying here, half floating, she could almost forget about the day’s madness.

“Almost” being the key word.

I am a messenger.

Her shoulders twitched.

The demon who killed me wanted me to ask you a question.

Mercy took a deep breath through her nose.

Do you remember the island, Chen Mei Chi?

Mercy sat up and turned off the faucet. In all her years, no ghost had ever posed such a personal, shocking question. She did not remember the specifics of an island, but the dreams and waking visions were a clear indication of some lost, unremembered past.

The question could mean nothing. Over the years, she had gathered a modest reputation among ghosts and living humans alike in this district. Outside of Kowloon, no one really knew her, but quite a few people within these walls did. Many knew a few snippets of her past, or had heard rumors of her missing memory. That a ghost would reference it in conversation was a little odd, but not wildly so.

The mention of a “demon” was disquieting, though. Demons could refer to different things, from actual denizens of the underworld, to malignant gods, to particularly vicious ghosts. Without more context, it was hard to say which the water fetcher had been thinking of. Regardless, it was never a good thing to have one in the neighborhood.

Or, perhaps she was overthinking it. It was Ghost Month, after all, and that always came with a barrage of particularly strange encounters. The ghosts were stronger, more connected to the world of the living, and often seemed to know or say things that they should not normally.

Either way, she couldn’t sit here all day. Time to report to her boss. Mercy pulled the plug and climbed out.

The second she stepped from the tub, the heat came right back and draped over her like a moist blanket. Hot. Heavy. Suffocatingly damp. She toweled off a mix of cool water and fresh sweat, threw on some clothes, and parted the jangling bead curtain with one hand.

Her flat was well shaded, boasting freestanding fans in two corners and a slow-turning one on the ceiling. Warding fu talismans hung over doors and on windows, to keep out errant ghosts. Afternoon sunlight streamed through slatted blinds, hazy with dust motes. Thirteen stories up was high enough to snag some sky, although it did get a little noisy with all the passing planes.

In the center of the room, Bao lounged on an embroidered silk cushion. One red eye opened briefly at her entrance.

“You should not even need sleep, you are already dead,” Mercy said, accusingly. “Yet here you are, napping again. I think you must be the laziest cat ever, even in spirit form.”

Predictably, there was no answer to her unjust insult. But just looking at him soothed her mood in a way that the bath had not, and she relaxed. She stroked his nose and left him snoozing.

It would be luxurious in here if she cleared the clutter, but Mercy liked owning things. She couldn’t remember her childhood, knew little of herself before she’d arrived in the Walled City as a traumatized and penniless young woman, but her adult life had been defined and shaped by poverty. And poverty meant never getting to own shit that you didn’t need.

So these days, she put paintings and calligraphy stencils on her walls, bought nested wooden tables inlaid with lacquer and stacked them with elaborate books she never opened. She crammed faux silk flowers into ceramic vases, hung an eclectic collection of woks from the rafters, admired her rarely used yixing tea sets, piled up folding fans and sewing boxes and newspaper articles with odd stories; she collected cat toys and Taoist coins and jade bracelets.

Most




























































































Author’s Note

Spelling conventions for Chinese names

Chinese given names are commonly two-syllable combinations, prefaced by a family name, or surname. There are different ways to represent that two-syllable construction in English; sometimes those first names have a space between syllables, or a hyphen. Sometimes they are written together as a single two-syllable construction.

I’ve been inconsistent across the book in how I represent those names; this is a deliberate choice. When possible, I combine syllables because I don’t want readers to interpret Daiyu as two separate names, for example. This is also how my own name is written; my mother chose to write “Sunyi” rather than “Sun Yi,” because she knew that in English the “yi” might be misconstrued as a middle name, when it is not. She also chose to spell it “Sunyi” instead of the correct jyutping representation of “Sanyi,” because she knew that Westerners would mispronounce the vowel otherwise.

However, for other names—for example, Kit Ling—I opted to add a space between syllables, in order to guide the pronunciation a little more. If it were written like “Kitling,” I think most Western readers would understandably rhyme that with “Kipling.” This is due to how different languages handle stressed and unstressed syllables.

In other cases, I sometimes made an aesthetic decision. I felt intuitively, for example, that “Lau Yik” looks straightforward when written with a space, whereas “Lauyik” might give English readers pause.

The topic of how to best present non-Anglo names can be really sticky, and I hope that I have not been insensitive in my methods. My goal is only to make the names as accessible and accurate-sounding as possible, while still respecting both the pinyin/jyutping systems and the original language.

On the subject of English names in a Chinese setting

Hong Kong has a long and complex history with English-sounding first names. For many young people, choosing an English name—especially before going abroad—is something they spend time and effort on. Not all Chinese names translate easily to English, and also some folks just enjoy the fun of it.

When my mother moved from Hong Kong to Texas in the late 1980s, she picked the name Lisa for herself. To this day, even though she has now reverted to her original given name, there are still a few people who know her as Lisa. When I was much younger, I often used my middle name, Robin, while in America. Some of my Texan relatives continue to use “Robin” even now. In this book, Mei Chi opts to acquire the English name of Mercy, partly to reinvent herself and partly to reflect the changing world she lives in.

I will also freely admit that giving a slightly different name is a useful tool for helping the reader to keep track of the varying timelines, which do get quite complicated in places. However, having known many people who move seamlessly between their English and Chinese names, I think she would fit right in.

On the subject of translated names

For the most part, character names are untranslated in the book, but not always. This inconsistency is something I wrestled with enormously; there’s a weirdness to having certain terms or names translated in a book which is set in a non-English environment, while others remain the same.

Ultimately, I decided that leaving names in their original form was truer to how Chinese people think about names. For example, my own name means God’s Child, but nobody who says my name is thinking of me as God’s Child. They think of me simply as Sunyi, even among Cantonese speakers. Despite the fact that most Chinese names have a directly translated meaning, the context shapes how people perceive/hear those names.

In a similar way, we might meet someone called Pierce Brosnan, and think of him only as the person called Pierce—and not as the action verb, “pierce.” Therefore, I felt that writing “Mei Chi” gave a better sense of how her name would be “heard” by Chinese speakers, rather than writing “Beautiful Energy,” fun though that would have been.

In Mei Chi/Mercy’s case specifically, I thought it was also useful to show the phonetic similarities between her English and Chinese names, which is a part of why she picks Mercy in the first place.

The two characters who buck this trend are Cobra Lily and Red Bird. This is because their situations are unique. Cobra Lily’s “real” legal name is a secret, known only to herself and the government officials she briefly speaks to; her “triad name” is a chosen identity, meant to represent her status as its leader, and to convey her power. The same is true for Red Bird. Her name is taken to represent her identity as a sex worker, and to protect her privacy from the men she encounters.

In both cases, the meanings of their names are more important than the sound of them. When other people speak of Cobra Lily or Red Bird, they are hearing the words individually, because their names are more like titles. A similar example in English might be the famous 1980s wrestler Shirley Crabtree, who was known as “Big Daddy” in the ring.

On the subject of other translated words

I mostly use English terms throughout because that’s the language this book is written in. However, some words actually convey better through context than they do through crude translated terms, e.g., dai pai dong or cha chaan teng. I could say “café” instead of cha chaan teng, but that has an association for me which is European in origin. Besides, modern Hong Kong has cafes, too, and they are often quite different from a cha chaan teng.

In short, I’ve tried to use common sense or artistic license for what feels appropriate, and to convey a sense of cultural flavor in things that I particularly love about Hong Kong, without drowning English readers in unfamiliar vocabulary. There’s a fine line between authenticity and exotification, which I am always trying to balance.

A note on Cobra Lily, and the historical figure of “Mother Snake”

The character of Cobra Lily is entirely fictional, but she does draw from a reallife lady gangster named She Aizhen. Originally born into a wealthy Shanghainese family, Aizhen was fascinated by the criminal underworld at an early age, despite her privileged upbringing and expensive education. At fourteen, she fell pregnant with a gangster’s child. When he refused to support her, she threatened him with a knife until he agreed to marriage. When her second husband cheated on her, she stormed the house of his mistress, threatened the other woman with guns, and clawed the skin from her face.

She Aizhen’s life was marked by extraordinary violence and unusual contrasts. She was beautiful and intelligent, but also brutal and viciously cruel. She defied a thousand different gender barriers and social strictures, but also tortured and murdered wantonly, and even sided with the Japanese during World War II. Much like Cobra Lily, She Aizhen was a difficult person to categorize: a compelling force of nature, both monstrous and revolutionary.

A further note on Guanyin/Kwun Yam, and Ma Zu

Historically, Guanyin/Kwun Yam is a wholly separate entity from Ma Zu, and better known as a powerful and important goddess of mercy, rather than as a sea goddess. Guanyin originated from Hinduism, specifically the male bodhisattva known as Avalokiteśvara. Buddhism shares much of its lore with Hinduism, including some of the deities.

As Buddhism/Hinduism spread and diverged across distances, Guanyin was sometimes portrayed as a gender-fluid deity, or more commonly as a woman in East Asia. As my mother put it, “Guanyin was born a man, but we know her now as a woman.”

The reasons for this are complex and fascinating, and draw in part from Guanyin’s ability to incarnate in different bodies and take different forms, as well as their emphasis on compassion and mercy. I have attempted to capture some of that gender fluid history here, in how Guanyin/Kwun Yam is represented.

Meanwhile, Ma Zu’s origins differ enormously. Unlike Guanyin, who has always been divine, Ma Zu was born a human child with selective mutism (hence her human name, Lin Moniang, which means “Silent Girl”). She had the ability to control storms and astrally project her spirit, and eventually ascended to godhood; the exact story for this ascension varies across different myths and regions.

Over time, and in certain locations, Ma Zu cults and Guanyin cults became enmeshed. Though Ma Zu is widely accepted as an elevated human, some believed that she was actually an incarnation of Guanyin in human form, which would go some way to explaining her devotion to Guanyin (Ma Zu’s goddess of choice), and her amazing supernatural gifts.

The historical literature leans heavily on them being separate figures with separate histories. But in this novel, I’ve adopted the interpretation that Ma Zu was an incarnation of Guanyin, hence the strange sea-cavern temple and the carvings that depict interactions with jiaoren. (For context, Ma Zu famously threw herself into the ocean after the death of her father, and in some legends she encountered strange creatures beneath the waves.)

As always, there’s a balance to be struck between respect for beliefs, and the desire to weave those rich traditions into story form. I hope that what I have done will be of interest, rather than of offense, to those who worship both or either of these deities.
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