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War On All Fronts

“Here is Zhang Gua Lao’s reply,” Tong Yi said, pulling the perfectly–folded paper lotus out of his messenger bag. The immortal had folded the flower out of the envelope holding the message Tong Yi had originally delivered to him.

The red paper flower flared in Tong Yi’s palm, as though lit by an internal flame. It suddenly felt heavy and warm, and the smell of the ocean filled the room. Damn it, why had he taken off his gloves? He should have kept them on. Hurriedly, he reached past the piles of papers and put the flower down on the desk of his boss, Ren Wu.

Ren Wu merely grunted. He stared at the red flower, lost in thought. His flat cheeks smoothed out, making his jaw seem more defined. His black eyes remained hooded, drawn back under his broad forehead.

Was Ren Wu actually a native, one of the Amis tribe, and not Taiwanese? Tong Yi had never asked, but sometimes wondered about his boss’ heritage. The Amis tribe were the largest group of natives in Hualien city, but Tong Yi had only met a couple in his high school. They mainly lived north of the city, up along the east coast of Taiwan, and kept to themselves, separate from the Taiwanese. 

Tong Yi took a deep breath, sinking into one of the uncomfortable vinyl chair on the other side of his boss’ desk. He could only see Ren Wu through a slim opening between the stacks of papers, folders, and books piled high on the desk. 

The rest of the office felt just as cramped. It was a tiny room, barely big enough to hold the long, dented, metal filing cabinet that filled the entire wall under the window behind Ren Wu, plus the desk, and two chairs.

Despite how closed in it felt, the office still soothed Tong Yi, in part because it was so plain, so ordinary, with its shabby and scuffed yellow paint and the faded calendar that was two years out of date hanging on the wall. The ride back to the office on Bing Xi—his motorcycle—had been just as harrowing as the trip to deliver his message. The bike had wanted to “dance” some more, causing him to nearly wipe out more than once as he made his way back through Taroko Gorge.

But she was just playing, right? Tong Yi hoped that was the case, that she wouldn’t actually hurt him, though he wouldn’t put it past the big beast to give him a bad case of road rash.

The air conditioner in the window kicked on suddenly, rattling the metal horizontal blinds, making Tong Yi shiver in his brown–and–yellow company uniform.

Finally, Ren Wu looked up, his brooding dark eyes staring into Tong Yi. “Something else you want?” he asked, his voice more gentle than Tong Yi was expecting.

Tong Yi debated not saying anything, but he was too curious. “Zhang Gua Lao. When I gave him the message. He said it meant war.”

But war between whom? And why?

Ren Wu nodded slowly. “You’d think they’d know better. Being immortals and all.”

“But what does it mean?” Tong Yi asked.

Ren Wu suddenly smiled. “It means the Hualien city branch of Huli Transport might be expanding sooner than planned. War is good for business.”

“Really?” Tong Yi asked, surprised. He’d figured that war might shut down the transportation company. They specialized in carrying messages and packages for non–humans, as well as providing transport for the more sensitive clients.

Wouldn’t war just make folks…leave?

Ren Wu turned a serious stare at Tong Yi. “We are neutral,” he said. “Neutral. We deliver message for all sides.”

“Okay,” Tong Yi said. He hadn’t thought being neutral was possible.

Then again, until recently, he hadn’t thought that fox fairies and giant man–eating birds and every other legend he’d ever read about were real, either.

“We will not take sides,” Ren Wu emphasized. “That’s the only way Huli Transport has survived previous conflicts. You understand?”

“I do,” Tong Yi said, nodding. “We work for everyone.” He’d actually heard that before as part of his orientation. It didn’t matter what type of creature needed their services, they’d still deliver.

All of the messengers pledged that they would deliver their message, taking serious oaths, swearing their lives.

In Tong Yi’s case, if he died during the course of doing his duty, his family would be well paid.

If his older brother didn’t get hold of the money first.

“Anything else?” Ren Wu asked as he scooped up the paper flower.

Another sharp spike of light burst from the flower, the red color splashing across Ren Wu’s face.

For a moment, Ren Wu’s eyes flared red as well.

Tong Yi pushed back in his chair.

He’d always assumed that his boss was human.

As quickly as it had come, the light diminished. Ren Wu looked perfectly ordinary.

When Tong Yi had started with Huli Transport, he’d gone through three months of training, learning how to distinguish humans from non–humans, as well as how to see beyond the everyday, mortal world. He could recognize all of the magical things around the office—even if he didn’t know what they did, he at least knew they weren’t mundane. The training had emphasized that it was for his own protection as much as anything else.

Maybe it was time for a refresher course. Or maybe he should ask the other messengers what they thought of the boss.

“Nothing else,” Tong Yi said when he realized that Ren Wu had asked him a question. He stood up quickly.

“See you tomorrow,” Ren Wu said, dismissing Tong Yi. “Take off the rest of the day.”

“Tomorrow,” Tong Yi said, nodding. Though it was still early afternoon, he’d already had his adventure for the day. He was grateful that his boss recognized that, and didn’t work any of the messengers too hard.

Tong Yi left the office, walking downstairs to the first floor of the building and out the back. Huli Transport took up a double–wide space in the middle of a block in western Hualien. The vehicles maintained by the company were kept inside on the ground level, the motorcycles the messengers used on one side, with the three other vehicles the company used primarily for transporting clients on the other: A peddle cab, a tiny electric car that seemed to be made completely out of plastic parts, and a luxurious gold sports car.

Bing Xi, the sleek red–and–black Yamaha Street Rally, waited in the company stall. 

The other two bikes were gone, both Han Di and Wan Cho out delivering messages. Han Di always took a long time delivering his messages. He claimed it was because the clients wanted to chat. It was much more likely that he had spent the time jabbering at them. Wan Cho was always much faster, but then again, she rarely said anything to anyone. Though Tong Yi had watched her flip her long hair back with one of the cuter fox–men who had come, instead of hiding behind it.

Tong Yi stared at the motorcycle. He’d already wiped her down, removing the spattered sand from her exhaust pipes so she was clean.

When Tong Yi had been at the ocean in that other world with the immortal Zhang Gua Lao, for a moment, he’d seen Bing Xi’s true form—the great steed Bi Qi, a black horse who’d towered above Tong Yi, with red ribbons braided into her mane and tail.

Zhang Gua Lao said that Bing Xi may let him ride her in her native form someday.

But Tong Yi couldn’t see anything different about the motorcycle. It seemed like a regular machine. Nothing magical about it at all.

Just like Ren Wu had seemed ordinary.

Just how incomplete was Tong Yi’s training? He’d been led to believe that he’d always be able to tell if something was magical or not.

Obviously, that was wrong.

What was missing from his training? What else had his employer not told him?

Θ

Tong Yi and his mother and father sat around the tiny table in the kitchen, eating the fried rice that Dad had brought home. It was generally easier for them to have carry out than to cook. Dad worked in an office in downtown Hualien, selling insurance, while Mom tutored students in business English at Tzu Chi University.

The night was warm and cozy, just the three of them. A single light was on over the table, while the rest of the kitchen was dark. The scent of garlic and chicken filled the air, though the room always held the smell of the barley tea that his mom liked to drink. They sat around the table, holding their bowls up as they ate, so they wouldn’t impolitely spill any.

Tong Yi couldn’t really tell his parents about the messages he delivered. So he merely grunted and nodded when his father asked how his work was going.

When a second question didn’t follow, Tong Yi put his rice bowl down and told his father, “It’s going well. Very well.” He couldn’t say he’d actually gotten a promotion, with Bing Xi showing her true self to him, though it kind of felt that way.

“Are you being careful?” his mom asked. She’d been worried about the complicated insurance policy that came with the job. His dad had gone through the papers carefully, making sure there were no tricks, that the policy was legitimate and would actually pay out.

“Always, Mom,” Tong Yi assured her. Again, he couldn’t really talk about how he’d been “dancing” with his motorcycle earlier. She wouldn’t understand.

He didn’t fully understand either, why Bing Xi liked almost dumping him, but he’d survived without falling or hurting himself. At least so far.

“I still wish you’d go into a something safer,” Dad said. “I don’t understand why you can’t get an office job.”

Tong Yi shrugged. It was an old argument. He’d never had the grades, though, to go into banking or something more lucrative. Plus, his family didn’t have the connections, the necessary guan xi—that network of favors owed and given, that generally started before a child was born—to even get him an interview.

He didn’t tell his parents that there was another side to Huli Transport, the salesmen who negotiated the contracts with the non–human clients. They worked in a different part of town, nicer, closer to the water.

Tong Yi was pretty certain he didn’t want an office job. At least not now. He liked the freedom to come and go, not to be stuck behind a desk like Ren Wu.

Plus, though he, himself, was fully human, being able to interact with those who weren’t human made him feel special. Different. He wasn’t sure he’d ever want to work at a regular place, not after seeing what he’d seen.

Even if it meant sometimes tangling with giant man–eating birds.

“Maybe you could go interview again,” Mom suggested.

Tong Yi just shrugged. He didn’t want to actually argue with his parents about this again. Then he added, “I am making a good wage.”

Mom sniffed. “You know Tau Yien’s son? He just started as a banker. I’m sure he’s making more than you are.”

Tong Yi didn’t let himself reply. He was making a lot of money, particularly with the hazard pay he’d receive after a job like the one he’d done that day.

So much money that














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































cover.jpeg
LEAH.
CUTTER

Portals & Passageways - Uichiscm Isste 4: May 201!

WAR ON ALL
FRONTS





