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Chapter 1- The Hidden City
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Mei Lin Huang cut through the morning like a sword through silk. The market stank of fish and frying oil and rain-soaked concrete, layers of it so thick she could taste the city on the back of her tongue. It was barely seven, but already the old women had staked their territory, wagging wrinkled fingers at one another over handfuls of scallions and live eels. The tourists, still pink and jet-lagged, clustered around a baozi cart, phones at the ready, as if every greasy bun was an artifact from a vanished world. Mei Lin navigated it all with her head slightly bowed and her shoulders set in a line as rigid as a calligraphy stroke.

Her messenger bag banged against her hip, a satisfying thud with each step, full to the zipper with notes she had organized and re-organized through the night. Her research, her translation drafts, her annotated printouts—all stashed in neat folders, their corners precisely aligned. She wore a slate-grey jacket over a white oxford, sleeves pushed up to the elbows, the hem of her black pants barely brushing the tops of her running shoes. Against the riot of color around her—plastic rain ponchos, tarps in every conceivable blue, piles of mango and chili and lotus root—she looked deliberately monochrome, and was grateful for it.

The crowd pressed, but she yielded nothing. Every pivot and sidestep felt like a kata, practiced a thousand times in her grandmother’s courtyard. She kept her eyes down, but watched everything: the way the fishmonger’s apprentice never looked her in the face, the way the old man with the tea thermos shuffled his feet exactly three times before spitting into the gutter, the way even the slickest pickpocket didn’t bother to trail her. She moved efficiently, a study in momentum.

At the end of the street, just past a cart stacked high with durian, she felt it for the first time. The air shivered, a pulse so faint it might have been the subsonic rumble of the subway, or the aftershock of some distant traffic collision. But then the hairs on her forearms stood at attention. Her skin prickled, and beneath her shirt, the jade pendant—her grandmother’s—pressed hot against the hollow of her collarbone.

She faltered, just for a second. Enough for a delivery bike to clip her heel and send a spray of gutter water up her calf.

The delivery driver shot her a dirty look, muttered something about “zàiyì diǎn!” and accelerated into the crush. Mei Lin flexed her toes in her soaked shoe, then reached under her collar and pinched the pendant between thumb and forefinger. It was warm, not scalding, but a persistent unnatural warmth, like the heat from a laptop left plugged in too long. She turned it over, looking for some sign of malfunction or trick, then let it drop back against her skin. Her rational mind catalogued possibilities: static electricity, residual body heat, nerves. Nothing worth investigating before coffee.

She pressed on, keeping to the edge of the vegetable stalls. A grandmother with a basket of bitter melon smiled at her, gums flashing, and Mei Lin nodded back, a courtesy rather than a kindness. She checked her watch—digital, battered, reliable—and saw she had precisely sixteen minutes to reach the gate at Fudan. More than enough time if she didn’t let herself get distracted.

But the sensation lingered, a current humming beneath the din of the market. She found herself cataloguing it, the way she might an inconsistency in an old folio: an unexpected referent, a swerve in the logic, something misaligned. Every few steps, the pendant radiated another pulse, and with it a faint vibration in her teeth, as if the world was tuning itself to a new frequency.

Mei Lin shook her head, hard, and forced herself to catalogue the distractions of the world instead. An old man knelt in the gutter, squatting beside a makeshift shrine to the City God, his offerings of moldy tangerines and three snuffed incense sticks a silent plea for another day’s health. A group of schoolchildren in plastic ponchos skittered past, their high-pitched laughter a knife through the background noise. The aunties at the tofu stand were already deep into their daily argument, gesticulating with blocks of bean curd as if they might start battering each other at any moment. None of it was new. None of it should have made the jade burn hotter, or the world flicker at the edges of her vision.

She made herself walk slower, as if to assert some control. A vendor hawked her over, waving a knobbly hand over a tray of dumplings: “Shuǐjiǎo, nǚháizi! Fresh! Very good for students!” The woman wore a T-shirt emblazoned with a faded Hello Kitty and the character for luck, 福, peeling at the corners. Mei Lin offered her best tight smile, declined in flawless Shanghainese, and kept moving.

Her grandmother’s voice echoed in her memory, a relic more durable than any object: Never ignore the signs. The world speaks to those who listen. Mei Lin gritted her teeth. She listened, sure, but she didn’t indulge. The world was full of patterns, and her gift—if it could be called that—was for seeing them, not for letting them dictate her path.

Still, by the time she reached the traffic circle near the west gate, the air felt thick enough to chew. She watched a pair of pigeons squabbling on the curb and realized she had been standing motionless, lost in her thoughts, for nearly a minute. She checked her watch again. Eleven minutes. She exhaled, long and slow, and strode forward, the memory of the pendant’s heat already receding into the mental folder labeled “Nonsense—Ignore.”

The university loomed above the skyline, its new glass facade already smudged with the day’s pollution. Mei Lin let the sight anchor her, the promise of order and logic and clean, filtered air. She adjusted her bag, squared her shoulders, and marched toward the gate, determined to shake off the market and all its chaos. For the next ninety minutes, she would let herself be nothing but a scholar, and the world could keep its omens.

––––––––
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IF THE OUTER MARKET was chaos, the heart of it pulsed with a density that bordered on the supernatural. Somewhere between the chicken vendor’s refrigerated death row and the labyrinth of noodle stalls, the tide of humanity crested—shoulder-to-shoulder, everyone elbowing for space, no one moving quite fast enough for Mei Lin’s taste. Her preferred shortcuts were blocked by a delivery truck, the driver standing on the bumper to shout instructions at a kid balancing three crates of pomelos and a sack of rice. A traffic jam in miniature, conducted in the universal language of impatience.

She should have been irritated. Instead, she found herself listening.

It was the way the words clustered—at first, just familiar phrases, then something sharper, an edge of uncanny convergence. An elderly tea vendor, his face so creased it seemed folded by origami, poured from a battered thermos and told his customer: “This batch is blessed by the dragon’s pearl. One sip, you’ll live to a hundred.” He cackled, adding a hasty benediction in the local dialect. The customer, younger and sharper-eyed, rolled her eyes but handed over her cash.

A dozen paces farther on, a pack of schoolchildren in lurid ponchos were gathered around a low stone wall, their laughter spiking like birdsong. “Bà ba says it’s just the wind, but I saw its tail!” one insisted, voice shrill with glee. “Fox spirit,” her friend replied, wide-eyed and reverent. “My grandpa saw one last year, it took his left shoe.” The group dissolved into squeals and wild pantomime, one girl raising her arms to mimic fox ears.

Mei Lin tucked these into her mental notes, matching them to familiar tropes. Dragons and foxes: symbols of transformation and deception. She could recite a dozen versions of both from memory, each annotated with lineages, regionalisms, and cultural drift. She had long ago learned to treat myth as living architecture, a scaffolding people used to prop up reality. But this morning the scaffolding felt less abstract, closer to the skin.

A few steps later, the fruit stall: a sullen teenage boy stacking crates, his supervisor—apron knotted tight, face set like wet cement—hovering behind. “Don’t bruise them, or you’ll offend the kitchen god,” the woman barked. “He’ll spit in your rice for a month!” The kid shot her a look of pure disbelief but adjusted his grip on the peaches, careful now.

Mei Lin’s lips twitched. She didn’t believe in the kitchen god, hadn’t since age ten, when her grandmother debunked him with a single pointed proverb: “The only spirit you need to fear is laziness.” Still, it was odd to hear the old stories invoked so earnestly, and odder still to feel the pressure of their repetition. It was as if the city had decided, overnight, to return to its roots, to build its walls out of legend and superstition instead of rebar and concrete.

She tried to dismiss the pattern, but it snagged at her anyway. Three mythological references in as many minutes—statistically unlikely, but not impossible. She catalogued them, layering context and probability in the margins of her thoughts. Even so, she found her hand drifting again to the jade at her collarbone, as if it had become a worry stone.

The pendant’s heat had faded, but her skin remembered it. It tingled now, a gentle reminder. She pressed it flat to her chest and inhaled. The air tasted of incense and exhaust.

At the intersection where the wet market bled into the campus perimeter, two massive stone lions kept watch. Their faces were eroded, features blurred by decades of acid rain and casual disregard, but the bulk of them remained, paws splayed, jaws frozen mid-snarl. Most people ignored them. Mei Lin rarely did.

Today, as she passed the eastern lion, the air pulsed again—stronger, sharper, almost audible. It was as if a tuning fork had been struck just behind her left ear. The sound vibrated through her teeth and settled in her jaw, an ache that had nothing to do with fatigue or hunger.

She stumbled. Not much, just enough to draw a glance from a vendor’s wife, who snapped her gum and went back to arranging her cigarettes.

Mei Lin kept walking, but her heart hammered out a warning. She hated coincidences, especially the kind that echoed across disciplines. For a moment she considered doubling back, retracing her steps for some rational explanation: a faulty power line, a prank with magnets, maybe a pressure change from the subway below. But the thought of being late—of entering the lecture hall even a second behind schedule—snapped her back to reality.

She checked her watch. Nine minutes.

The market noise faded as she left the lions behind, but the memory of that resonance stuck in her molars. She refused to let it shake her. Today was too important for self-indulgent mysteries. She adjusted her bag, thumbed the edge of her notebook, and strode onto campus, determined to be the first student through the door.

If the world insisted on behaving strangely, it would have to wait its turn. She had legends of her own to decode.

––––––––
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FUDAN’S CLASSICAL LITERATURE building was old enough to smell of mold and paper even after three rounds of renovation. The facade combined faded Republican-era brickwork with a recent addition of minimalist steel and tinted glass—a compromise that pleased no one, least of all the professors, but which provided enough nooks for grad students to smoke between classes without being caught.

Mei Lin crossed the threshold and felt the city’s humidity slough off, replaced by a hush broken only by the echo of her own shoes. The entranceway held a shrine to intellectual rigor: calligraphed mottos in heavy frames, display cases full of battered first editions, a whiteboard listing the week’s visiting lectures. She checked her watch—seven minutes ahead of schedule, as predicted—then brushed invisible lint from her lapel and climbed two flights to the seminar wing.

Her classroom was already unlocked, lights on, every desk perfectly aligned. She made for the front row, claimed her preferred seat, and unpacked her arsenal: mechanical pencils, color-coded sticky tabs, a battered copy of *The Shanhaijing*, and her laptop, screen wiped clean and notifications muted. The other students trickled in, most clutching overpriced coffee or vending machine buns, a few nodding in vague recognition as they spotted her. Mei Lin responded in kind, not unkind, but careful. She kept her circle of acquaintances narrow, not for lack of social skill but because she’d learned the hard way that most friendships dissolved under stress, like cheap ink in a summer downpour.

Professor Zhang arrived in a cloud of herbal cologne and confidence, jacket flaring behind him as he stalked to the whiteboard. “Today,” he announced, marker uncapped and already squeaking, “we begin our deep reading of the Nuwa cycle. Comparative perspectives only—no Wikipedia regurgitation, please.” He wrote the character for Nuwa in a practiced, almost calligraphic hand, then turned, scanning the room for resistance.

He found none, but spotted Mei Lin anyway. “Ms. Huang,” he said, “would you care to provide a framework for the class?”

She’d been ready for this. “Certainly,” she said, and outlined the three prevailing interpretations of the Nuwa myth: Nuwa as progenitor, Nuwa as repairer of the sky, and Nuwa as liminal boundary-setter. She referenced the earliest bamboo annals, then pivoted to later Han Dynasty expansions, highlighting where the narrative split under political pressure. Her voice was crisp, her delivery measured, but as she spoke, the pendant at her throat warmed again—a gentle warning she did her best to ignore.

The discussion quickly devolved into debate. A student from the back—Hong, always a contrarian—challenged her on the dating of a key fragment. “That’s apocryphal, isn’t it? The textual evidence is too thin.”

Mei Lin smiled, not because she liked him, but because it was satisfying to have an opponent. “The text is disputed,” she allowed, “but the archaeological evidence is consistent with a Warring States origin. I’d be happy to send you the full excavation report.”

The room tittered, and Professor Zhang grinned, delighted by the spectacle.

They moved on to the regional variations: Nuwa as water goddess in the south, as boundary marker in the north. The map on the projector flickered with every change, blue bleeding into red and back again. Mei Lin felt the old excitement rise in her—a genuine rush at tracing patterns no one else saw, at imposing order on myth’s sprawling chaos. But every time Zhang said Nuwa’s name, the pendant vibrated against her skin, like a second pulse out of phase with her own. After the third or fourth time, it felt less like static and more like a warning.

Zhang steered the discussion toward the Tang and Song versions of the myth, and asked for a comparative analysis. Mei Lin obliged, rattling off the canonical discrepancies: the shift in Nuwa’s motives, the insertion of gendered language, the increasing moralization of her actions. “It’s clear the compilers had different agendas,” she concluded. “The Tang editors emphasized order and hierarchy, while the Song texts focus on boundary and repair. It’s a deliberate recalibration of the myth to fit the needs of the time.”

Professor Zhang arched an eyebrow, as if hoping for more. “And what might explain these discrepancies, Ms. Huang?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Statecraft, primarily. Each dynasty projected its anxieties onto the mythic past. The Tang era wanted legitimacy and continuity, hence the focus on a repairing mother figure. The Song, facing external threats, leaned into the image of a boundary-setter—a force that could hold the world together when everything else was coming apart.”

Zhang nodded, satisfied. He moved on, but not before shooting her a brief, conspiratorial look, as if to say: you see the world the way I do. For a moment, she felt a flicker of pride, followed by a quick, shameful hope that her grandmother would have been proud, too.

The seminar rolled on, but Mei Lin found herself half-listening, half-watching the play of shadows against the glass walls, the warped reflections of her classmates as they gestured and argued. Every time a new mythic figure entered the conversation—Pangu, Fuxi, the White Snake—her body tensed, waiting for another surge from the pendant. She tried to will it away, to focus on the elegance of the arguments, but the current persisted, gentle but inexorable.

Near the end of class, the subject turned briefly to guardian spirits. Zhang asked, almost offhand: “Who can tell me the original function of shishi—those stone lions at the gates?”

Mei Lin answered without thinking. “They’re threshold guardians. Liminal sentinels. They define the line between inside and out, sacred and profane. In the earliest texts, they’re said to see both the past and the future at once.”

For a split second, the world seemed to stutter, like a scratched CD. Her vision blurred, and the memory of the market lions flashed in her mind, more vivid than the whiteboard in front of her. She caught herself gripping her pencil hard enough to leave an indent in her palm.

The feeling passed as quickly as it had come. When she looked up, Zhang was staring at her, an unreadable smile on his lips.

The seminar ended with the usual shuffle of papers and clatter of chairs. Mei Lin packed her things, stood, and waited for the room to clear. She needed a moment to herself, to catalog what had happened and to draw a thick, black line under the day’s strangeness. She was halfway to the stairwell when she heard Zhang’s voice behind her, low and private.

“You know, Ms. Huang, some people say the old stories only wake up when someone asks the right question.”

She turned, considered him, then replied: “I’ve always thought the world was full of answers, Professor. It’s the questions that are dangerous.”

He laughed—a short, bright sound. “Just so,” he said, and left her to the silence.

Mei Lin lingered in the empty corridor, feeling the cool air of the university settle around her. She tapped her fingers on the edge of her bag, then reached for the pendant again, half-expecting to find it cool and inert. It wasn’t. The heat was still there, patient and waiting.

She released it, squared her shoulders, and walked on. The world had given her a riddle. For now, she was content to wait for the answer.
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Chapter 2- Collision of Worlds
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Jack Roth’s apartment was a temple to routine, marinated in the soft blue glow of a digital alarm clock that always read 05:58 at the moment he opened his eyes. Not that he needed the clock; his internal chronometer rarely erred by more than a minute. He showered in six, dressed in four, and spent the remaining time until six-twenty-five aligning the day’s materials with a precision that would have shamed a Swiss watchmaker.

Today’s lesson was on modal verbs, which he found comfortingly absolute: can, will, must. On the Formica counter, he laid out the lesson plan, a stack of graded compositions, and three blue-ink pens, each with its cap locked on at precisely the same angle. His battered copy of the Norton Anthology, annotated into near-illegibility, formed the keystone of the arrangement. He ran his finger along the spines, then nodded once, as if confirming a hypothesis, and zipped everything into his bag.

Teaching here was never just about imparting knowledge; it was a balancing act. At the college in Shanghai, Jack was both instructor and pupil, grading essays in the morning while submitting his own research by night. The duality suited him—he liked inhabiting both sides of the desk. Correcting his students’ grammar sharpened his own, while wrestling with Mandarin philosophy texts reminded him what it felt like to struggle, the way his students did.

It was still dark, but the city had already begun its warm-up drills: the throb of scooter engines, the low whine of distant construction, the sporadic whoop of someone getting a head start on tomorrow’s hangover.

Jack checked his watch. Six-twenty-six. He flexed his hands, cracked his knuckles, and let himself out.

The French Concession at dawn was a paradox—streets laid out by colonial planners for quiet morning promenades, now stuffed with delivery vans and old men hocking up what sounded like the lining of their souls. Jack favored the backstreets, the ones with tree canopies so dense they made the world feel smaller and, therefore, safer. He liked that the roots buckled the sidewalks in the same places every year, like predictable landmines.

He walked fast, but not as fast as the locals, who seemed to have internalized the city’s arterial urgency. Each morning he timed himself against a matronly power-walker in neon leggings; she passed him precisely three blocks from his apartment, always with the same glance that managed to be both contemptuous and pitying.

At the first intersection, Jack joined the flow of commuters and ducked beneath an awning of canted bamboo poles. Vendors were already setting up: one spritzed her bin of longans with a garden mister, another jabbed toothpicks into fried tofu cubes and sang out prices in a staccato Mandarin Jack still found difficult to parse before his first coffee. He inhaled the mingled smells of roasting chestnuts and cheap cigarettes and felt his stomach clench—a reliable, if unpleasant, sign that everything was proceeding according to schedule.

His route never changed, but each morning he made it a point to notice one new thing: a splash of graffiti behind the noodle shop, the intricate latticework of wires overhead, a stray dog stretched full-length in the gutter, blissfully indifferent to the world. Today it was a bicycle, spray-painted gold, chained to a lamppost with a bouquet of plastic flowers jammed through the spokes. He snapped a mental photo, then checked his watch: six-forty-three. He’d be at the metro station in seven minutes, barring accident or act of God.

He turned onto the main drag, and the city’s volume knob cranked up. The sidewalk narrowed to a funnel, shunting everyone past a half-dozen stalls where the unofficial breakfast mafia held court. Jack dodged a man with a pole slung across his back, two buckets of soybean milk swaying from either end like medieval flails. He sidestepped a group of retirees doing synchronized qigong, their matching tracksuits the color of aspirational toothpaste.

It was here, in the crush, that he saw her.

She moved differently than the others—like she’d trained herself on a more elegant planet, or in some more disciplined past. Her strides were long and precise, the set of her shoulders unyielding even as the crowd bunched around her. She wore a tailored jacket and dark pants, the outfit sharp but not ostentatious, and her hair was pulled back in a no-nonsense knot that accentuated the severity of her jawline.

Jack noticed her because she didn’t slow down at the usual choke points: she slipped through clusters of people as if she’d calculated their trajectories seconds in advance. At first he wondered if she was late, but no, there was nothing frantic about her pace. It was simply that she had somewhere more important to be than any of the rest of them.

For reasons he would later fail to explain even to himself, Jack kept his eyes on her.

The next anomaly arrived in the form of a man—or something man-shaped. It was several paces behind the woman, and at first glance he seemed just another commuter, all nondescript coat and sensible shoes. But he never looked down, never checked his phone, never adjusted his gait to match the flow. His movement was—Jack searched for the word—optimized. Too smooth, too consistent, as if he were following not the subtle physics of crowd navigation but a mathematical model that only he could see.

Jack slowed, fell back, watched. The woman cut left at the intersection; the man adjusted without hesitation. When she paused at a crosswalk, he hung back exactly five meters, face tilted just off-axis. If she sped up, so did he.

The city’s din faded, replaced by a slow, icy drip along Jack’s spine.

He fished out his phone and pretended to text, using the screen as cover to watch the tableau unfold. He expected the man to catch up, overtake, and move on. He didn’t. Instead, the gap between them remained perfectly calibrated. Jack had the sense of something testing the boundaries of acceptable behavior—not stalking, exactly, but rehearsing the steps for when stalking became necessary.

At the next crosswalk, the woman turned her head just slightly, as if catching the man’s reflection in a shop window. Her face betrayed nothing, but her hand came up to the pendant at her throat—green stone, maybe jade, suspended on a black cord. She squeezed it once, briefly, then let it drop.

Jack stared, the hair on his arms bristling.

The man noticed, too. Or at least, his attention shifted. Jack could feel it—like an afterimage projected directly onto the back of his skull. The man’s face flicked in Jack’s direction for a microsecond, the eyes flat and unremarkable, and then back to the woman.

Jack looked away, heart thumping hard enough to double as arrhythmia. When he glanced up again, both woman and pursuer had vanished into the crush.

He lingered at the intersection, trying to slow his pulse. He told himself it was nothing. Every city had its share of oddballs. But the image of the man’s unbroken gaze, the uncanny steadiness of his pace, replayed in Jack’s mind with all the unsubtlety of a warning klaxon.

He checked his watch. Six fifty-one. He was running late.

He tried to tell himself this was an acceptable deviation, that it would not domino the entire day out of alignment. But as he resumed his walk, he found his thoughts orbiting the strangers, each cycle drawing him closer to the uncomfortable conclusion that he had not been a bystander just now, but a participant.

Jack arrived at the metro platform two minutes behind schedule and immediately felt the difference. His preferred standing spot was already occupied by a woman in a floral dress. He adjusted, taking up a position by the stairwell, and did his best to rehearse the day’s lesson. Can, will and must.

The train arrived with a shudder and a sigh. Jack boarded, steadied himself against the nearest pole, and scanned the car automatically for empty seats, then for threats, then for anything out of place.

He almost missed them.

The woman was seated, head bowed over her phone, the jade pendant caught in the valley of her collarbone. The man was standing two meters away, one hand braced on the ceiling strap. He did not look at her, not directly, but Jack felt the tether between them like a tension wire.

Jack thought about what to do. The correct answer, per every office training video he’d ever watched, was to mind your business. But the situation felt increasingly off-script, and he found himself rehearsing how he might intervene: “Excuse me, is this man bothering you?” Or, more likely, some mangled Mandarin version thereof that would earn him laughter or worse.

Before he could decide, the woman glanced up. Her eyes locked on Jack’s for an instant, and he felt the jolt all the way down to his toes. Her gaze was sharp, precise, as if she were measuring him for some future use. Then she looked away, almost dismissively.

The man did not react. He held his position, hand steady on the strap, head angled just enough to keep the woman in his periphery.

Three stops later, the woman stood. She exited with the same decisive stride, heels clicking a staccato pattern against the platform. The man waited a beat, then followed.

Jack felt his window of plausible deniability shrinking.

He stepped off the train, trailing a few paces behind the pair. The station was one of the old ones, walls tiled in off-white, the air rich with the smell of steamed buns and disinfectant. The crowd thinned as they neared the stairs, and the woman quickened her pace.

The man matched her, stride for stride.

At the top of the stairs, the woman cut right. The man followed.

Jack, almost on autopilot, followed too.

Above ground, the city was fully awake. Scooters darted between pedestrians, taxis honked in futile protest, and a delivery drone buzzed overhead, dropping low enough to make Jack duck instinctively.

He lost sight of the woman and the man at the next intersection, but caught them again as the woman ducked into an alley, a shortcut Jack himself had never dared to take. The man hesitated, just for a second, then slipped after her.

Jack jogged across the street, ignoring the cursing driver who nearly clipped his knee. At the mouth of the alley, he slowed, then peered around the corner.

What he saw next did not fit any category he possessed.

The woman stood in the center of the narrow passage, arms slightly raised, knees bent, like a martial artist preparing for a match. The man faced her, and for the first time, Jack could see his hands—long, almost delicate, fingers arched in a way that reminded Jack of a concert pianist mid-phrase.

Then the man moved.

It was not fast, exactly, but it was... discontinuous. Like frames missing from a film reel. One instant, he was two meters from the woman; the next, he was inches away, hand reaching for the pendant.

The woman reacted instantly. Her right arm snapped up, intercepting his wrist with a force that should have, by all rights, broken something. The man recoiled, but not in pain—more like surprise. Then he leaned in, and for a moment, their faces were close enough to kiss.

Jack felt the charge of it—a static electricity, a humming along the bones.

The woman twisted, throwing the man’s arm up and over, using his momentum to send him crashing into the alley wall. He rebounded, but she was ready, pressing the heel of her palm to his solar plexus and driving him back another step.

The man looked down, as if recalibrating.

Jack realized, belatedly, that neither combatant had made a sound. The fight was perfectly silent, as if the world had muted itself for their benefit.

He edged forward, heart rattling in his chest.

Then, without warning, the man’s arm elongated—just for a second, but unmistakably, stretching far past human range. He snaked it around the woman’s neck, fingers splayed, reaching for the jade.

Jack’s legs moved before his mind could veto. A lifetime’s worth of evolutionary imperatives—protect, intervene, don’t fuck this up—took over as he barreled down the alley. The attacker had lengthened, distorting with each stride, his hand fanned around the woman’s throat. Jack’s warning shout sounded thin, childlike, in the concrete corridor, but it was enough to flicker the man’s attention away for a split second.

In that split second, the woman twisted, forcing the man’s arm wide, but he countered, and the two became a knot of motion too quick for Jack’s eyes. He lunged, reached for the woman’s shoulder—not even knowing why—and made contact.

For a fraction of a second, the world inverted.

Every cell in Jack’s hand detonated. A sensation like raw voltage shot up his arm, slamming through his body, ricocheting in his molars. A taste, metallic and ancient, filled his mouth. For a blink, he saw the world in double exposure: the alley layered with phantasmal lines and sigils that shimmered in a color he couldn’t name, a nervous system of the city exposed and alive.

The woman’s head snapped around, eyes wide with something much closer to fury than gratitude. She hissed a word, maybe in Mandarin, maybe not in any language Jack had ever heard, and jerked away from his grip.

The attacker reeled back. His face warped, mouth stretching side to side in a grin that split the skin at the corners. His arm retracted, folding back into normal proportions, and he emitted a low, rattling growl. Jack felt the sound less in his ears than in his sternum, a tuning fork struck inside his ribcage.

The man assessed Jack with quick, calculating glances, then, as if reaching a private verdict, he withdrew, steps stuttering in that not-quite-right fashion. He vanished into the morning haze, leaving behind a lingering taste of ozone and something more acrid, like burnt sugar.

Jack staggered back, crashing into the opposite wall. The world continued to flicker—superimposed symbols drifted across bricks, a faint blue aura hovered at the corner of his vision. He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them, half-expecting reality to snap back to default.

It didn’t.

He stared at his hand. It shook. He flexed it, watching the tremor echo down to his fingertips, where pinpricks of gold static still danced in the air. He looked up.

The woman faced him, jaw clenched. She seemed to have recalibrated instantly, her breathing already steady, but Jack noted the way she shifted her weight—ready for a second attack, or perhaps to defend against him.

“What was that?” he croaked. His voice sounded doubled, like it was speaking through a layer of static.

She glared at him. “You shouldn’t have touched me.”

Jack blinked. “Sorry, I—he—” He tried again. “You saw what he—” but the words came out scrambled, the logic refusing to assemble.

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Did you see his face?”

Jack nodded. He swallowed, trying to scrape the taste from his tongue. “Yeah. Not normal.”

A muscle ticked in her cheek. She scanned the alley, then flicked her gaze back to Jack. “You’re not hurt?”

He checked. Both hands still attached, no visible burns, just the aftershock of whatever the hell had passed through him. “I don’t think so.” He looked up at her. “Are you?”

The faintest hint of a smirk. “No,” she said, voice flat. “But you’re... changed.”

Jack’s brain wanted to laugh it off, chalk everything up to adrenaline or the bad baozi he’d eaten last night, but his body was still vibrating, and the city was still wearing that second skin of colors and lines and impossible geometry.

He exhaled, sharp. “Okay. What the fuck just happened?”

The woman considered him with the same wary calculus she’d applied to the attacker. “You interrupted something that shouldn’t be interrupted.”

Jack gestured at the end of the alley where the attacker had vanished. “Is he—what even was—” He fumbled, searching for words, “—that guy?”

She hesitated. “Nothing you need to worry about,” she said, but Jack saw the way her eyes flickered, not dismissive, but scanning him for symptoms. “You should go.”

He bristled. “You’re just going to walk away? After that?”

She shrugged, as if supernatural assaults before breakfast were a daily irritant. “There’s nothing more to do. It’s over.”

Jack wanted to protest, to demand an explanation, but the woman was already moving, brushing past him toward the main road. Her stride was undiminished, as if the fight and the jolt and the stranger’s attempt on her life were all just speed bumps in her morning commute.

Jack trailed her, unable to help himself. His own steps felt unstable, as if the concrete might liquefy underfoot at any moment.

At the mouth of the alley, he hesitated, then stuck close behind the woman as she navigated the early crowd. The shift from secluded corridor to open street was abrupt; the city was a firehose of sensation, and now Jack could see, actually see, that it was all wrong.

Symbols glimmered on the windows of shops—brief, phosphorescent marks that faded if he looked directly at them. A woman passing with a crate of scallions had a second, shadow face, pale and elongated, nested behind her own like a mask. A delivery man’s tattoos writhed and realigned themselves into words Jack’s brain could almost read, then snapped back to inky abstraction. The old man hawking newspapers on the corner seemed entirely mundane until Jack caught, out of the corner of his eye, a slick movement along his jaw, as if something scaled and translucent was coiled beneath his skin.
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MEI LIN WAITED FOR him just inside a covered passageway between two storefronts, arms folded, eyes fixed on a graffiti mural of a panda holding a bazooka. Jack stopped a cautious meter away, unsure if he was now a liability or a fellow target.

She spoke first. “Did you follow me on purpose, or are you just unlucky?”

Jack’s mouth opened, then closed, then opened again. “I... saw you. And him. And I thought...” He ran a hand through his hair, which immediately fell back into its habitual, geometry-defying part. “I don’t know what I thought. That I could help, maybe?”

She nodded, as if she’d already decided what category to drop him into. “You can see them, then. That’s new.”

Jack blinked. “Them?”

She jerked her chin toward the intersection. “The things that aren’t supposed to be there. The man who tried to take my pendant.”

Jack leaned against the chipped concrete and tried to keep his knees from buckling. “I don’t even know what I saw. One second he looked normal, the next he was—” he gestured vaguely, fingers splaying out—“wrong.”

Mei Lin studied him, eyes sharp behind the slight smudge on her glasses. “Most people’s brains filter it out. You have to be born with the sight, or else...” She hesitated, frowning, “...triggered into it.”

“Triggered?” Jack echoed. “Like PTSD?”

She shrugged, one shoulder. “Like being struck by lightning. Or catching a virus. Or maybe just making the wrong decision at the wrong moment.” She tilted her head, inspecting him as if she might find the answer stamped somewhere on his skin.

Jack’s brain, desperate for context, tried to slot her words into any available mental file. “So, what, I got infected? From touching you?”

A smile ghosted across her face—quick, sardonic. “If that were true, half the city would be seeing monsters by now. No. You did something else.” She leaned in, voice lowering: “You intervened. Most people keep their heads down.”

He bristled. “Yeah, well, I’ve never been great at keeping my head down.”

She considered this, then said, “It’s going to get worse. Once you notice, they notice you.”

Jack felt the hairs on his arms stand at attention. “Who’s ‘they’?”

She pursed her lips, as if debating how much to tell. “Mythological entities, spirits, take your pick. Some are harmless. Some aren’t. This city is full of them, especially now.” She tapped her pendant absently. “But you didn’t see any of them, not until today.”

He shook his head. “I thought I was going crazy just a few moments ago. I keep seeing—” He stopped, not sure how to phrase it without sounding ridiculous. “Symbols. Faces that change. Stuff out of the corner of my eye.”

She made a small, approving noise. “Classic symptoms. It’ll fade, a little, if you ignore it. Don’t interact. Don’t touch.”

Jack absorbed this, the world’s new rules slotting into place with all the grace of a broken zipper. He looked at his hand, half-expecting it to be glowing. “Is that what happened to you? You got triggered?”

She stiffened, just slightly. “I grew up with it. Family thing.” Her voice was clipped, a barrier slamming shut on that line of questioning.

Jack sensed the wall and backed off. “Look, I’m sorry if I—if I made things worse. I just thought you needed—” He trailed off, because what? Saving? She didn’t look like anyone who needed saving.

She rolled her eyes, but not unkindly. “Next time, don’t get yourself killed.” A pause. “But... thanks. I suppose.”

He nodded, sheepish, then caught himself. “If you’re going to be cryptic, can you at least tell me what that thing was? The man?”

Mei Lin took a moment, weighing her words. “A hungry ghost. Lingering spirit with a taste for power.” She fingered the jade again, almost unconsciously. “He wanted this. They always do.”

Jack squinted at the pendant. “What’s so special about it?”

She hesitated, then: “It keeps me anchored. Keeps them out.” She tucked it under her collar, as if that settled the matter. “If you see anything like him again, run. Don’t fight. Don’t touch.”

Jack nearly laughed. “That’s... probably the best advice I’ve gotten all year.”

Mei Lin almost smiled. “You’re American, right? You people always want to punch ghosts.”

He shrugged. “We have issues with authority.”

The air shifted between them—less hostile, more resigned. Jack realized he was still trembling, so he gripped the strap of his bag tight, willing the shakes to still.

Mei Lin’s gaze softened, just a fraction. “You’ll adjust. Most do.”

He doubted it, but nodded anyway. “So now what? I just... see things? All the time?”

She considered. “If you want to survive, ignore them. Act normal. Routine is your best defense.”

Jack’s mind snatched the word routine and clung to it, the way a drowning man might a log.

Mei Lin’s watch beeped, a sharp digital chirp that cut the conversation in half. She checked it, then straightened. “I have to go. Research group. We’re presenting at ten.”

Jack was struck by the incongruity—the woman who’d just kicked a supernatural entity in the solar plexus now worried about a university presentation.

“Wait,” he said, before she could leave. “If I have questions—”

She shook her head. “Don’t. Questions make it worse.”

But she paused, fished a business card from her bag, and flicked it at him with thumb and forefinger. He caught it reflexively.

“Huang Mei Lin,” he read aloud, then looked up. “No phone number?”

She allowed herself a genuine, if fleeting, smile. “If you’re worth finding, I’ll find you.”

And with that, she turned, heels crisp against the cracked pavement, and vanished into the crowd, leaving Jack alone in a world that had decided, with no warning, to show him its second face.

He stared at the card for a long moment, then tucked it into his breast pocket. When he stepped out of the passageway, the city buzzed around him as it always had—except now, he could see the outline of every hidden thing, every sign that the world was larger and stranger than he’d ever believed.

Jack straightened his glasses, squared his shoulders, and joined the flow, the ghost of her smirk still dancing in his mind.

The day’s lesson was on modal verbs.

He could. He would. He must.

He took a deep breath and checked his watch. He was late, and for the first time in his life, he did not care.
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Chapter 3- The Chosen Path
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Mei Lin arrived at the administrator’s wing with the city still clinging to her like a film, all heat and static and the faintest, lingering tang of market incense. She paused at the threshold, composed herself, and waited for her pulse to drop beneath the perimeter alarms installed in her own skin. The jade pendant, still tacky with residual heat, knocked once against her collarbone—hard enough to bruise.

The hallways here had the hush of a temple, every surface polished, the corners so clean they looked hand-cut. Glass offices alternated with opaque panels of frosted paper, as if the building couldn't decide which century it belonged to. There were no windows to the outside world, just light-wells filled with bamboo, their shadows cast like claws across the lacquered floor.

She crossed to the far end, where the door to Xuefeng Chen’s “study” stood slightly ajar. The sign beside it was engraved in both English and an old-script Chinese, the latter hand-inked in a brushwork so severe it looked chiseled. She rapped once, sharp and official, and waited.

“Come,” said Xuefeng from within.

The room was smaller than she remembered, its walls rendered monastic by the absence of anything new. Shelves rose to the ceiling, packed tight with leather-bound volumes, scrolls in silk sleeves, and objects of indeterminate age and provenance: a knot of twisted iron, a chess set with obsidian pieces, a jar of what looked disturbingly like human teeth. A pair of bronze incense burners stood
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