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For the little girl I once was who found escape in worlds of fiction, may the stories you write offer others the same refuge.





Three hundred li farther east is Qing Qiu Mountain, where much jade can be found on its south slope and green cinnabar on its north. There is a beast here whose form resembles a fox with nine tails. It makes a sound like a baby and is a man-eater.

—Excerpt from the Shan Hai Jing (The Classic of Mountains and Seas)
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1 Yue


Hunting Log #142:

They bleed black. They have no soul.



I like watching them. Humans. It’s a cheeky little pastime of mine.

Most stand alone, individualistic. Selfish. But I’ve seen what they can do—what great feats they can achieve together—if they feel so inclined. They remind me of ants, though I mean that as neither slight nor compliment. Merely an observation.

I’ve watched them build taller than any mountain, how they nourish the land to nourish themselves in turn. Music, poetry, art… I’ve seen them accomplish a great many things. It’s such a shame they’re always so busy fighting among themselves. They could have achieved godliness ten times over in the years I’ve been observing them. But they won’t have my pity.

There’s no sense in feeling sorry for my food.

I slink through the narrow streets, mindful of the intricate network of canals that section the city into neat square blocks. Longhao, they call it. The capital city of the Southern Kingdom of Jian.

A mouthful, if you ask me.

I round the corner, alert. The balance between predator and prey can shift in an instant. I may be the one on the prowl, but there’s nothing more fatalistic than believing yourself untouchable. It’s one of the many reasons why I work under the cover of night. There’s no better way to sneak up on my next meal.

The moon sits low and heavy amidst a bed of stars, its silver glow reflecting off the water’s surface in a silky shimmer. Paper lanterns hang over the walkway barricades, floating like lightning bugs over the sleepless city. Even at this late hour, the water markets buzz with activity. Vendors sit upon gently rocking longboats, their hulls half full of all manner of spices and vegetables and imported trinkets, haggling wildly to earn themselves an extra bronze piece before the day’s end.

There’s an art to it, I’ve noticed. Too aggressive, and the customer walks away. Too accommodating, and you’re taken for a fool. What a fun little game.

The sour smell of decay lingers in the thick, humid air; the sound of seabirds screeching not too far off from their precariously balanced nests wedged into every available nook and cranny. I don’t understand how the humans put up with the lack of elbow room. I’d sooner suffocate in this dark, watery pit they call home.

At the center of it all—a palace made entirely of jade.

Tall pillars carved of deep green stone, white veins swirling through like clouds. Even the tiles upon its roof are made of the precious mineral, the sharp points of the gable and hip structure accented in gold. Where I have only ever known the shelter of the underbrush, those within have their pick of whichever pavilion they so choose. It’s a bit much, if you ask me, but there’s no denying its magnificence. Especially when surrounded by the sprawling city of smaller wood buildings, all looking upon their jade neighbor with a mixture of jealousy and awe.

Upon the water, a group of young maidens blow kisses at a night watchman as they float by on their canopied boat, giggling sweetly when the man’s face turns a sheepish pink. He could be a tasty treat, I think, but one glance at the sharp dao tied to his hip gives me pause. I don’t mind a good fight—but only if I know I’ll win—and he looks much too strong for my liking. To make matters more complicated, he’s not alone, walking alongside two of his compatriots who appear just as heavily armed.

I move on, allowing my eyes to wander. Not all are ripe for the picking. The haggard old man begging near the moon bridge looks easy enough, but I find that men past fifty leave a strange aftertaste. Stale, more often than not. He has little meat on his bones to begin with, and I’d prefer something with more sustenance. Nobody stops to help when a quick-handed thief steals his small cup of tarnished coins and makes off into the night.

There’s a group of young boys playing near the water, seated on the stone edge of the canal, sending paper boats coated in wax sailing down the murky current. It would be a simple enough task to lure one of those tasty rabbits away, but I don’t harm children as a rule. Not because I have a bleeding heart, but because it isn’t worth the trouble. Humans lose their minds when a child goes missing, battening down their doors and hatches. I’d much rather not make future hunts more difficult.

Smarter to let them grow into larger meals, besides.

What I need is someone who won’t be missed, with enough meat on their bones to satisfy my belly, and whom I can easily overpower in a pinch.

“Quit yer naggin’, bitch!” a man slurs.

My sensitive nose can parse him from here, reeking of alcohol and the acidic trace of vomit. Picking up my pace, I sneak around the corner and find myself in a narrow alleyway, the path cutting through the block on a diagonal. He stands at the end, swaying foolishly from side to side as he takes another hefty swig of his rice wine. With thin, greasy hair, pock scars marring his cheeks, and yellow, rotten teeth, it would be fair to say that he possesses a face even his mother couldn’t love.

Soft orange light spills from a nearby doorway. His shanty home. It seems his family lives in relative squalor, judging by the filth and detritus piled on their stoop. Even the den I’ve made up for myself in the neighboring jungle boasts more space than this hovel carved of rotten wood.

A woman clings to the frame, a wailing babe at her breast. The lamb’s cheeks are covered in red patches, terrible boils, and bumps covering his skin. Its breaths come labored. I can smell the sickness creeping through its veins. I turn my attention to the woman next. Even in the inky dark, I can see it, my sight sharper than most. Her bruised eye is fresh, a violent red that will only darken in the coming hours. Bruises mark her throat, too. One does not require an impressive intellect to imagine how she came to sustain them.

“You can’t keep doing this,” she hisses, tears streaking her puffy cheeks. Snot drips from her swollen nose. Not exactly appetizing.

The drunkard pulls his hand back and the woman flinches. “Piss off. I’ll spend my evening however I damn please.”

“Always drinking our money away. I’d be better off without you, you worthless pig!”

He scoffs. It’s a wet, ugly sound from deep down in his throat. At his hip dangles a leather purse pregnant with coin, bronze pieces jingling with his clumsy steps. “Leave me alone, woman.”

“If you leave, you’d better not come back.”

“Fine!”

My ears perk up. I’m nothing if not an opportunist.

I give him the courtesy of a head start before shadowing his trek through the narrow alleys. I have no qualms about his intoxicated state. In fact, I prefer my meals marinated. It makes the meat more tender.

The man roams aimlessly, muttering obscenities under his breath about his “hag of a wife.” I don’t make my move. Not yet. There are too many witnesses around, and I prefer to eat in privacy.

So I stalk my prey until he’s well and truly lost, turned around in a neighborhood that’s fast asleep. The moisture in the air clings to my skin, but I don’t mind the heat so much as I do the smell it brings. Hunting in the city has its benefits: plenty to eat, and plenty of places to hide my work. It’s unfortunate that it smells of rot and sweat. Unnatural and restricting. I miss the days when I could smell the earth readily beneath my feet.

There was a time when this peninsula remained untouched by human hands, covered in a thriving jungle where my sisters and I would nap beneath warm sunspots filtering through the heavy green canopy. Now the humans have carved the land to their will, built a city upon the waters flooding in from the seaside all in a matter of decades.

When the man tilts his head all the way back to drain his bottle of wine, that’s when I decide to end this boring, one-sided game of cat and mouse. I can’t ignore my growling stomach any longer. It’s been almost two moons since I last ate, and my mouth is watering with anticipation. I’ve gone much longer before—nearly four moons, to be precise—but those were desperate times. I see no reason to continue my hunger with a buffet so readily available. I smack my lips together to keep saliva from dripping off my front teeth.

Quick and painless should do the trick. I may not pity them, but I draw the line at playing with my meals. I find no pleasure in prolonging their suffering.

I bring a hand up to my face and readjust my mask, making sure to keep the hood of my cloak pulled low over my head. The mask is made of polished porcelain, as smooth and perfect as a doll. Every painstaking detail of her face has been painted by hand. Like a fisherman’s lure, it’s a tool at my disposal. From the mask’s perfectly straight black brows, the soft rouge upon her carved lips, and the light blush that stains her cheeks, she’s the most tempting of lures indeed. I feel the magic within the mask rooting in place, seamlessly blending her features over my own as a second skin. No prey can ever hope to escape me now that I’ve been made beautiful.

With the illusion cast and steady, I step forward.

“Excuse me?” I call out, lifting my voice so that my words rival the saccharine notes of a bamboo flute. I pull off my hood slowly. My long black hair pools over my shoulders like calligraphy over the finest parchment. “Excuse me, sir, it seems that I’ve lost my way.”

The drunkard turns, lips curled into a sneer. I can tell he’s about to curse me out when he suddenly freezes, his eyes locked upon my visage with an almost haunted reverie. I’m the most exquisite face his miserable eyes have ever looked upon. He almost looks heartbroken by my beauty, his eyes glassing over with tears of awe.

If only he knew the horrors concealed just beneath the surface.

He starts toward me, entranced, mouth hanging open to add to his general air of stupidity. “Where are you going, my lady? I can show you the way.”

I bat my lashes, a delicate hand over my chest. Gone are my claws, replaced with dainty human fingers. All the easier to pluck his eyes out with. “I hope it isn’t too much trouble. I would hate to be a bother.”

“No trouble at all!” The man offers his hand out to me, suddenly a gracious gentleman. I pretend not to notice his bloody knuckles, remaining perfectly still. The goal isn’t to go to him, but for him to come to me.

“These streets are so terribly confusing,” I continue. I slowly reach for him, my movements graceful and enticing. “Won’t you come a bit closer? I fear I’ll trip on these uneven stones.”

He stutters pathetically. “Y-yes, I’d be happy to—”

The moment he’s within range, I pounce.

My daggerlike nails pierce through the flesh of his wrist, slicing through tendons and grating against bone. I yank him toward me, already unhinging my jaw to tear at the side of his throat. He doesn’t get a chance to scream as we fall to the ground. There’s no fight in him now that the wine on his tongue has dulled his senses.

The metallic twist of blood coats the inside of my mouth, smears across my lips, drips down my pointed chin. It’s not just the taste I enjoy but the energy that comes from a mere bite. For all life, from the smallest insect to the mighty dragons far out east, is made up of qi. It flows through every breathing creature and gives balance to the world. It’s the invisible force that turns flowers toward the sun, which helps our bodies heal from sickness…

And it’s something a demon like me doesn’t have.

Perhaps that is why I crave it so. It’s only natural to seek what we lack—and this man is full-to-bursting with qi to share. The wine in his system lends its intoxicating effects, and before long, my head is spinning with inebriated bliss. Where most might find it vile, blood to me tastes better than a hearty beef stew. It quenches a thirst so deep I can feel the relief and satisfaction in my marrow.

I release his neck with a gasp, so engrossed in my feast am I that my lungs burn from lack of air. I can’t help but hum as I swipe a finger over the corner of my mouth. My sisters used to tease me for being a messy eater. Now that I have him in my clutches, I can tell this isn’t the man I’m looking for—why is that cursed Maskmaker so damn hard to find?—but he’ll make a scrumptious meal all the same. The drunken man beneath me sputters and twitches, his little eyes staring up at me in pure horror. He uselessly clasps his hand over the gaping hole I’ve left in the column of his throat. Red pours freely. I must have chewed through his artery. He won’t last long.

I take off my mask and set it down beside me, not wanting it to stain. It is one of a kind, irreplaceable. The magic pulls away like the thick strands of honey between two broken combs, and what once looked like skin returns to its rigid porcelain form.

I catch my reflection in a growing pool of blood beneath his quivering mass. I try not to look, but it’s no use. Now that the illusion has fallen away, I can make out the curve of my severely hunched back, the shape of my dirty claws, and the pointed, hairy ears sitting atop my head. My nine tails sweep out behind me, stretching out like a hand-painted fan, my fur bushy and a dirtied white. I now stand above the drunkard, my bones creaking as I grow to almost triple his height—a behemoth by comparison—as tall as the shanty homes that surround us.

But what I hate most isn’t my jittery figure or my knobby joints. A fox stares back at me. The right side of my face is horribly burned, the skin pulled back so tight that it exposes my fangs to the cold evening air. My six eyes are slits of dull obsidian and stark gray irises, no soul of my own to shine through. I look like a dead thing. Roadkill. A beast that should remain banished to the shadows.

I look away to eat. I’m not here to lament my hideous features.

First to go are his ears and nose and both his eyes, all wonderfully chewy. Every bit of bone and every crunchy piece of cartilage. Organs, skin, teeth, and hair. I peel away his layers until I get to the main course: the heart. For within the heart resides the soul, and that is where the true feast lies. Richer than a persimmon, juicier than a peach. I don’t bother chewing, relishing the way his heart slides down my throat and settles in the pit of my belly. Hot like bone broth and thrice as nurturing.

I’m about to leave when I remember the appalling state my appearance is in. I reach for my mask, pressing it to my face to allow the magic to melt into my skin. I look back at the pool of blood, as a human might with a mirror for a little reassurance, and find a beautiful woman with long raven hair, rosebud lips, and bright, sparkling eyes. The face of an innocent. Someone who definitely didn’t just devour a man.

There isn’t a scrap of my meal left behind—only, perhaps, an errant knuckle bone and a single molar. No one will ever be the wiser. The evening is young, and humans are far more entertaining to watch under the cover of night. There’s plenty of time left to indulge in my favorite pastime.

But first, I snatch up the man’s coin purse.

I retrace my steps, following the scent of squalor. When I find the little hole of a home I’d arrived at earlier, I see that the door is shut tight and the lights within are out, though I can still hear the infant’s soft sobbing. Easy targets, the both of them, but I think they’ve dealt with more than their fair share of bad luck tonight.

Maybe I do pity my food. Just a little. In the same way one might feel sorry for a wounded rabbit squealing helplessly in a snare.

Coin purse in hand, I hop up onto the stoop and tie its strings to the door handle. I have no use for money. Whatever I want, I steal. Most are too slow to realize what I’ve pocketed, and those that aren’t can’t keep up with me should it come down to a chase.

With two swift kicks at the bottom of the wooden door, I bolt around the corner and duck out of sight. I watch from the shadows as the woman nervously opens the door a crack, peering out for someone she never finds. She notices the coin purse almost immediately, taking it with a sharp gasp. A quick look left, then right, suspicion etched into her cry-swollen face. I smell relief, a sweet note lingering beneath the surrounding decay, but it’s mostly masked by the bitter tinge of her distrust. I don’t leave until the woman returns safely inside.

I’ve had my fill this night. There’s no need to feast on lambs when there are wolves to satisfy my belly.




[image: ]

2 Sonam


Hunting Log #151:

They will consume until nothing remains.



The reports these last six moons are troubling. People have been going missing at an alarming rate. Men, women, and children—regardless of wealth, age, or creed. The count is pushing into the low hundreds; though for all I know, it may well be higher. The one thing I am certain of is that this work has all the markings of a demon: not a hair left behind, yet the unmistakable twinge of blood in the air.

“Remember to stay close,” I instruct Wen and Sooah as we arm ourselves for the night ahead. “Don’t give it an opportunity to pick us off one by one.”

We’ve gathered in the storehouse, though the building’s unimpressive size and molding exterior would suggest that it’s been all but abandoned. It was one of the only places I could secure upon my return. Our cache of weapons was too valuable to leave unattended. And since I was not welcomed by a host at one of the pavilions due to the dishonor of my rank, this was the best I could manage. So long as the creaky roof over our heads keeps out the rain, and therefore the threat of rust, I can find no complaint.

Laid out upon the wooden table before us is a wide selection of weapons. Sharpened axes, steel-tipped spears, double-edged swords, arrows with fletching of sleek dove feathers. I have to choose wisely. To be over-encumbered is a disadvantage, so it’s better to only take what we need. No matter the weapon—they will all kill demons just the same.

“You reckon we’ll be done by dinner?” Wen asks. He inspects the sharpened tips of his arrows before sliding them into the bamboo-carved quiver at his hip. “Ling’s making dumpling soup tonight.”

I suppress a chuckle. There are few things Wen enjoys more than talking about his wife. Give him a long enough stretch of silence and I’d wager my every coin he will find a way to mention her. “I’m offended you haven’t extended an invitation,” I say dryly.

Wen snorts as he rubs his wrist. The tremor in his hand is slight, but I notice these things. Their well-being is my responsibility. I pray for all of our sakes that this is the last hunt we will endure.

“You can join my table any time you want, Cap’n. You know right well my kids prefer you over me.”

“Of course they do. I bring them sweets, and it’s your job to scold them.”

Focus, Sooah signs with her hands. Her movements are somehow both fluid with practice, yet stiff with urgency. The sun is setting soon.

She’s right. In all my years of hunting, I’ve observed that demons are most active after nightfall. It makes sense, given their opportunistic nature. When better to strike than while we’re asleep in our beds, unaware and defenseless? If we don’t hurry, we may face another string of disappearances before the sun rises once more.

I run through my usual checks. Daggers, sharpened. Dao, at my hip. Rope dart wrapped tightly around my waist. Just as a fisherman never leaves shore without his line, I have the tools of my trade at the ready.

“Move out,” I order. “Before it strikes again.”



If they leave no bodies, there may be witnesses. If there are no witnesses, there might still be tracks. And if there are no tracks, there’s always the faintest chill in the air—a gut instinct that tells me something vile has walked the path before me.

A woman sits on the stoop of her shop, the local seamstress, biting her nails down to the beds. Her face is pale, her eyes red and puffy from crying. She stands the moment she sees us, apprehension furrowing her thin brows.

“Have you come back to mock me?” she asks, her voice rough and cracking.

I set my jaw. “Why would we mock you, madam?”

Her bottom lip trembles. “The officers tell me I’ve gone mad, but I swear I speak the truth. Something snatched up my daughter. A demon.”

I take a deep breath and will my heart to remain calm. Sightings in the city are rare these days, no doubt in part because of my team’s efforts. Demons tend to target smaller, more isolated villages where humans make easy pickings. The fact that one has made Longhao its territory bodes ill. The authorities here aren’t equipped to combat such a danger, which was why I returned home in such a hurry at His Majesty’s behest.

It had been years since he’d sent me a letter. I contemplated—only for a moment—ignoring his summons, though I decided it was unbecoming of a man my age to throw a tantrum. Besides, whether the king wishes to acknowledge it or not, I may be the only one equipped to handle situations such as these.

“Did you lay eyes on it?” I ask the seamstress. “This demon.”

“No,” she replies. “I mean, just a hand. That is all.”

“A hand?” Wen mumbles.

“It shot out from around the corner,” the woman explains. “My daughter was playing by an alley near the water markets. I looked away for but a moment, and when I looked up, I saw someone beckoning to her. I tried to call her back, but before I could, they grabbed my girl and dragged her away.” The woman shakes her head, fighting back tears. “I gave chase, but by the time I made it to the alley, they were already gone. Vanished. All that was left was—”

She breaks into a sob as she pulls something wrapped in silk from the pocket of her dress. She hands it to me with trembling hands. Wen and Sooah both give me questioning glances as I unwrap the package.

Inside, two severed fingers belonging to a child.

A chill courses through me.

“Allow me but a moment,” I say as gently as I’m able. Reaching toward one of the pouches attached to my belt, I retrieve one of the talismans I remembered to pack. Pressing the edge of the paper to the cold fingers, I frown in dismay when the slip immediately ignites, burning a foreboding black.

Sooah shakes her head slowly. Wen sucks in a sharp breath.

“W-what does it mean?” the woman asks, trembling.

“Tell us what it looked like,” Wen says. “Was it a claw? Did it have fur? Feathers? Scales?”

The seamstress shook her head. “It was just a hand. Human. A woman’s, I think.”

Sooah frowns at this, signing quickly. A skin-wearer?

I grit my teeth and pray it isn’t so. The last time I had the misfortune of encountering a skin-wearer was three years ago near the northern territories. By the time we arrived to banish the cursed beast, it had decimated the local population, peeling humans like little more than ripe fruit.

“Did its flesh appear rotten?” I ask her. “Deformed. Miscolored in any way?”

The woman, understandably, appears disgusted. “No. She had beautiful skin, like porcelain.”

Good. Not a skin-wearer, then, but that only raises more questions. I might have dismissed this case as an unfortunate kidnapping-turned-murder, yet the talismans never lie. They may appear like nothing more than strips of parchment, but the spells written upon their surface have proven effective wards for centuries. It only burns black in the presence of a demon’s aura. But a demon who looks human, capable of hiding in plain sight?

I want to say it’s impossible, but to deny the possibility will only hinder my efforts. I must be pragmatic in this—no matter how terrified I may be.

Carefully, I wrap up the remains of her daughter and return them to the seamstress. “We shall handle things from here,” I say firmly.

“Please find her, sir. Please, save my daughter.”

It’s far too late for that. Her child now rests in the belly of a monster, one incapable of satiation.

“We’ll do everything we can,” I lie fluidly. There’s no sense in upsetting her further. Better to offer her hope—as false as it may be—and try to stop this beast from making a meal of yet another poor soul.



We head for the water market, which bustles with late-night activity. Maybe we’ll find more clues near the alley where the girl went missing. My hands grow clammy at the sight of so many people still out at this late hour. They don’t understand the danger they’re in, blissfully unaware that they’re offering themselves up for dinner. I want to warn them, to tell them to return to their homes and lock their doors tight, but I would much rather avoid inciting panic.

“How much are you willing to wager it’s the same demon eating all the rest?” Wen asks, and rather crassly at that.

Sooah huffs. I don’t know what’s worse. One rabid beast, or an entire horde.

“What do you think, Cap’n?”

Admittedly, I’d only been half listening, too engrossed in the notes of my hunting log. It was open to the entry pertaining to the skin-wearer we encountered all those years ago. “It takes three to five days for skin to rot,” I say. “Even if it were a fresh kill, there’d still be identifiable discoloration. What if the demon we’re after has found a way to prolong their disguise? Or maybe it’s the result of some other strange magic.”

An illusion, Sooah suggests. Or perhaps hypnosis?

“Possibly,” I murmur, flipping the page. “Or maybe it’s—”

“You there!” calls a woman’s sweet voice.

My attention is drawn to a canopied longboat lazily drifting down the canal. Beneath the shade sits a gaggle of young women, dressed in fine silks with bejeweled adornments shining in their hair. They titter to one another behind hand-painted fans, batting their long lashes at me with obvious interest.

“Can I help you?” I ask bluntly. There’s no time to spare for pleasantries. Not with a man-eating monster on the loose.

“Will you come join us for tea?” one of the women asks unabashedly. I wonder if they’re drunk. “My sister here thinks you’re very handsome.”

I clear my throat, hot under the collar. I don’t much care for their attempted advances. There are far more pressing matters I must attend to. Even if I do find their smiles pleasant, duty comes above and before all.

“Not interested,” I answer. Best not leave room for argument.

As the ladies let out jeers of disappointment, Wen nudges me in the arm with the tip of his elbow. “Let them down easy, Cap’n. You’re hurting my feelings.”

“I’ll buy you flowers later,” I offer dryly.

He doesn’t deserve them, Sooah protests with a roll of her eyes.

“Course I deserve them. In fact, I should get a medal for dealing with your nagging ass day in and day out.”

Sooah gestures rudely, her imaginative string of signs translating to something along the lines of, Go fuck a hungry tiger.

While the two of them bicker back and forth, I notice something curious out of the corner of my eye. Across the water on the other side of the canal, I spot a figure skulking in the shadows. They wear a heavy wool cloak, its hood drawn low over their heads to obstruct their face from view. Strange, given that we’re in the middle of the summer months. They must be sweating buckets in that thing. Unless…

Unless they don’t know this isn’t how humans act in the muggy heat.

The figure turns their head, as if something in the distance has caught their attention. They pivot with hawkish precision, disappearing like a specter into the night. The fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, my heart racing. I don’t need a talisman to confirm my suspicions—I just know. It’s in their gait, in their posture. Eager, yet careful; a predator stalking prey.

Whatever is prowling the streets of my home, I have every intention of running my sword through its heart.

“Sooah, Wen,” I call. “Come with me.”
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Before him, a wasteland. The parched ground cracked and crumbled beneath his arduous steps. There were no trees in sight, no flowers in bloom. Even the weeds, normally steadfast and conniving, had shriveled up and forsaken the land.

“Houyi, my husband, please wait!”

He turned to find his darling wife clinging to the shadows of their abode, though she dared not venture out into the sunlight. The rays were far too harsh for her ivory complexion to withstand a moment’s exposure. He himself was covered from head to toe in white linens to protect his flesh from charring, and even still, he could feel himself beginning to burn.

He placed a hand on her round belly. They were expecting their child any day now, though with the world outside on the cusp of disintegration, it was difficult to enjoy their impending gift. “Chang’e, my love, you need not fret. I shan’t falter in my mission.”

“At least take this along with you,” she said as she produced a dried calabash. It was full and heavy, liquid sloshing within. These days, fresh water was worth more than gold. She likely spent weeks collecting what little could be drawn from the underground stream beneath the mountain—a feat in and of itself.

“Please take caution, my lord. You must promise your safe return.”

Houyi pressed his lips to her cheek, relishing the momentary coolness of her skin. “For you, my lady, I will move Heaven and Earth.”

With that, he adjusted his grip on his bamboo bow and quiver before setting out to do what many had deemed impossible—to kill the very stars above.

The heat was unbearable, the air horrendously dry. He could hardly draw breath without the back of his throat cracking and his lungs burning up from within.

Ten star gods hung low in the sky, all of them as brilliant as they were blinding. They laughed at his efforts to climb to the tallest peak of the tallest mountain, and laughed harder still when Houyi readied his bow, nocked his arrow, and aimed toward the sky.

“Begone!” he shouted toward the stars. “Lest I pierce you each through the heart.”

“Do you mean to amuse us, little archer?” the first star replied mockingly. “Your hubris shall be your undoing.”

“I shall only warn you once!” Houyi declared, steadying his breath as he prepared to loose his arrow.

The ten stars only burned brighter in response, setting the land ablaze and evaporating the remaining rivers. So hot was the air around Houyi that his sweat dried the moment it formed upon his brow. Crops shriveled and turned to dust. Critters burrowed deeper into the ground in search of relief. His warning unheeded, Houyi fired his bow—

And pierced the first star in the heart.

Startled by the archer’s impossible aim, the star god stumbled from his place in the sky and plummeted beyond the horizon with an earsplitting scream. Before the rest of the stars had a chance to react, Houyi let loose another arrow, and then another—and then another. One by one, the stars fell from their seats in Heaven until only one remained.

“Still thy bow, Lord Archer,” the final star pleaded. “A grave mistake it would be to kill me as you have done my brothers.”

“Tell me why I should spare you after the torture you have wrought.”

“You cannot survive in total darkness, mortal. Spare me, and I will ensure your forests will flourish and your bountiful harvests will bloom. Without my aid, all will freeze and die.”

As angry as he was, Houyi knew the star spoke the truth. Life and light went hand in hand, as did Death and darkness.

“How do I know you will not retaliate?” Houyi asked. “I let you live, and you use the rest of your magic to burn me when my back is turned.”

“Then this, too, I shall promise,” the star god replied. “I will bestow upon you and your line my godly blessing. Seal my magic within your souls to protect you through all endeavors, and in turn, you will be the protectors of mankind forevermore.”

Houyi could not be sure if this was a ploy. The gods, after all, were a crafty sort. With this offer, Houyi’s wife and child—and the rest of the world, for that matter—would finally be unburdened.

“Very well,” he said. “Let it be so.”

Slowly, he lowered his weapon and shrugged off the overbearing weight of his linens. Houyi was pleasantly surprised when his skin did not immediately burn and blister.

He welcomed the delightful warmth of the singular star, where it would remain for the rest of time—known solely as the Sun.
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4 Yue


Hunting Log #159:

Trust your instincts. Not all is as it appears.



I find my way back to the main street, pulling the hood of my cloak up and over my head. The merchants of the water market are packing up for the night, while the local teahouses grow rowdier as the evening drags on, the orange light spilling out through the latticed windows to paint the cold ground outside. I’ve never been inside one, for I’m sure the beauty of my mask would bring ill-wanted attention, though a part of me likes to dream. What do sweet bean buns taste like? What gossip might I overhear?

I wander, as I do so many nights, nothing more than a leaf drifting upon the current of people. I’m drawn less so to the crowds than to areas of noise, where folks gather merrily beneath the flickering golden glow of paper lanterns. It’s a special sort of thrill to walk among their kind undetected. Sometimes, I can pretend I’m one of them. Especially now that my stomach is full.

I peer into homes through cracks in their windows, spoiled with the sight of families enjoying their nightly meals. A few blocks away, I spy a mother tucking her children into their beds by candlelight, lovingly combing her fingers through their hair as she wishes them sweet dreams. The home after that, I peek in to find an elderly couple, their bodies frail and little, curled up together beneath a shared blanket. Their faces are peaceful in sleep, the gentle rise and fall of their chests in time with one another.

I don’t stop until I accidentally find myself in what the humans call the Pleasure District, pulled in by the scent of floral perfumes and the melodious songs of painted women. A column of large buildings stands on either side of the single street, their walls painted red with heavy golden accents. It’s so bright and ostentatious that it hurts my eyes. Ladies stand by ground-floor windows in sheer dresses, making flirtatious eyes to the men and women browsing as they would in the markets. It never occurred to me that pleasure could be a commodity—both bought and sold like any other good.

Settling into the mouth of a narrow alley, I take a seat behind a stack of abandoned crates, soaking up the movements and sounds and colors. Across the way, I spot a young couple stumbling out the front doors of a pleasure house. The buck looks drunk, likely on both wine and kisses, the doe on his arm giggling sweetly against his ear.

“Promise you’ll come again tomorrow?” she asks him.

He whispers something. Although my hearing is better than most, I can’t make out what he says at this distance. It’s a secret, just for her. One that causes her cheeks to flush pink and her eyes to widen in delighted surprise. Did he promise to whisk her away? Or did he murmur something scandalous in nature?

The man takes her hand, carefully threading his fingers between hers, all the while holding her gaze with a tenderness that makes my chest feel… strangely tight.

Curious, I hold my own hands up before me and thread my fingers together. They are soft and warm, but it’s hardly as magical an experience as the couple makes it seem. I laugh bitterly under my breath. How pathetic am I, yearning to have my hand held like a child?

“Are you lost, madam?” a deep voice reaches my ear.

I nearly jump out of my skin, turning so quickly I almost lose my balance. I look up to find a night watchman.

From what little I understand about human aging, I estimate him to be in his early to mid thirties, though his steep frown makes him appear a decade older. He’s dressed in armor—a leather chest piece pulled over mulberry red robes—with his dao at his hip and black leather gauntlets pulled up to below his elbows. Strong and regal and much too serious, his features teetering just on the other side of unfriendly. His hair is cropped short at the sides, where the length on top is pulled back into a neat bun in typical Southern Kingdom fashion. I note his thick brows, square jaw, thin lips, and rough stubble. Some might call him a rugged brute.

But his dark axinite eyes and impressive stature aren’t what beguile me so…

It’s his smell.

Crushed cinnamon, star anise, and sweet dried mango. An assaulting combination of sweet and earthy. I wonder if he’s been spending time with the spice traders near the markets. My mouth waters. My stomach growls with a painful ferocity. I fight the urge to unhinge my jaw and swallow him whole, my baser animal instincts rising to the surface of my skin.

I damn near lash out to bite him when he suddenly says, “It’s a little late to be wandering the streets alone, madam. Do you require an escort home?”

My hands tremble and my nostrils flare. I’ve never come across a human who smelled more delicious. His scent blanks my mind and leaves my body numb. I could finish him off in seven bites, I think. First his throat to silence his scream, then his head, both arms, his legs, and then torso. A meal like him would keep me satisfied for two whole moons.

My sudden lack of control horrifies me. I’m trapped within myself, so consumed by this desperate hunger that it reduces me to the beast I truly am. What if I lose myself and go on a rampage? I’d feast on every soul I could find until hunters are called to find me.

The watchman observes me with obvious curiosity. I recognize him now. He was the one I spotted on the other side of the canal earlier this evening, fending off the attentions of the young ladies in their boat. Has he been following me? Does he know what I’ve done? My eyes flicker down to his weapon now.

Sharp. Dangerous.

“What is your name?” he asks.

I bite my tongue. He tries to offer his hand, but I flinch away like I’ve been burned. I don’t know what’s come over me. I need to escape, to get as far away from here as possible.

And yet I can’t move. My war-drum heart hammers against the ladder of my ribs, the rush of blood past my ears putting a terrible pressure behind my eyes. If I don’t eat this watchman, I feel like I might die.

Even worse than that—I think he knows. He knows. It’s in the tension of his shoulders, his stance, prepared and alert and ready to fight if need be. This man may look the part of a night watchman, but I know for a fact that their patrols don’t take them out this far. In fact, I’ve seen the local proprietors pay good money for the privilege of a wide berth. Either this man has been newly hired and is not yet in someone’s pocket, or he isn’t a watchman at all.

I’ve remained silent for far too long. His hand falls to the hilt of his dao—

I lunge at him, my jaw unhinging as the last remnants of my sanity wash away. He throws an arm up and my teeth sink into the leather of his gauntlet, barely scraping skin. I see him reach for his sword, but I knock it away with a well-placed kick, using the momentum to throw myself under and then over his arm serving as a pivot point—all while my teeth sink in further. I throw him off-balance, dragging him down. The hard thud of his body against the stones rattles my skull. If he tries to move, all it will take is one hard yank to separate arm from socket.

Unlike the drunkard, however, I smell no panic. No fear. Surprise, perhaps, but the watchman is quick to counter, moving with an almost practiced ease. He gathers dirt in his free hand and throws it into my eyes. Such a nasty trick. His arm falls from my mouth as I hiss and reel back, blinking away the debris stinging my vision.

“Wen! Sooah! Do it now!”

His gaze flicks up to something behind me. I realize my mistake—I’ve let my guard down. I don’t even have a chance to turn before someone throws a weighted net over my head. There are two other watchmen, closing in to pin my arms and legs down with their pointy knees. No matter how much I thrash and scream, they show no remorse as they press yellow strips of parchment to my wrists and ankles—binding talismans—to magically immobilize my limbs.

“We have the animal secured, sir,” one of them announces, his words thick with a distinguishable countryside accent. “What should we do now, Cap’n Sonam?”

Sonam. So that’s the name of this monster. An uncommon one around these parts. I’ve only ever heard it once before, though now is hardly the time to reminisce.

Onlookers begin to gather, horrified to see three grown men forcibly restraining a helpless woman. I lean into their alarm, crying and wailing and pleading in the hopes of manipulating their sympathy. My performance is convincing, but their disgust with the watchmen quickly dissolves into curious shock as Captain Sonam steps forward, crouches down before me, and reaches beneath the net to pull off my mask—and the magic along with it.

I transform against my will. Now they see me for what I am: a revolting beast. I can’t stand to have them look.

“Give it back!” I gnash my teeth, swallowing my burning shame.

“I’ve only ever caught a nine-tailed fox once before,” he says thoughtfully. The captain inspects my mask with great interest. “But it never had something like this. Where did you find this piece of cursed magic?”

My voice is a growl from the very back of my throat. “Give it back right now, or I’ll eat your heart whole!”

He doesn’t seem remotely threatened. Or even alarmed, for that matter, to lay eyes upon my hulking, demonic form. Instead, he calmly turns to one of his friends. “Secure its binds and bring it to the Jade Palace. I need to present it to the king. It’ll be safer there for the shamans to banish it away from prying eyes.”

“Banish me?” I snap. “Banish me where?”

“To Hell.”
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5 Yue


Hunting Log #164:

They often resemble animals, which helps them hide in plain sight.

A list (non-exhaustive): hawks, tigers, hounds, boars… foxes.



They force me into a barbed muzzle, the suffocating leather straps twisting around and over my head like thorny vines. The dull metal isn’t strong enough to cut my flesh, but it’s uncomfortable nonetheless, biting into me like vicious horseflies in the summertime heat.

I’m crammed into a cage so small that I can’t stand, nor properly sit; crouched over painfully as I awkwardly balance myself on my paws. Every corner is sealed with talismans designed to trap me as the guards pull me forward on a rickety wooden cart. No matter how hard I fight against the bars, rocking myself from side to side, the magic refuses to relent. As we draw closer to the main gates, an ugly chill shreds its way down my spine.

I’ve never been this close to the Jade Palace before. There’s never been any need. Too many guards, too many constricting walls. A death trap more than a hunting ground. It can only be described as a city built within a city—built within another city. Its massive courtyards and palaces nest on top of each other, the walls of each section circling around the next. The king’s abode is located directly in the center, the main pavilion overshadowing every other building in its vicinity. Everything from the pathways to the guard towers to the moon bridges arching over man-made streams is carved of polished jade, but I’m the furthest from impressed. A pretty shell does nothing for the rot within, and I can smell its repugnance all around me.

Something isn’t right about this place.

We come to a stop in the middle of a wide, open courtyard. Armed guards are everywhere, their swords drawn and ready to swing. Royal archers surround us atop the inner city’s walls, at the ready with their bows nocked and arrow tips aimed in my direction. One wrong move and they’ll slice me to bits and riddle those same bits with holes. I despise the way they look at me—as if I am equal parts freak and nightmarish horror. If only Captain Sonam hadn’t taken my mask, I’d be able to hide from their judgment.

One of the captain’s men pokes and prods at me through the bars with his scabbard, laughing in cruel delight whenever he manages to pull a growl from my throat.

And they call me an animal.

“Leave it alone, Wen,” Captain Sonam snaps.

Wen doesn’t heed his warning. Instead, he reaches through the bars and strokes one of my tails. I lash out against the cage, but I’m unable to reach him. He’ll be the first I devour when I get out of here.

“But look at this fur. I could wash it! Make one of its tails into a pretty scarf for my wife. Ain’t like it don’t have any to spare.”

He’s the youngest of the group, his immaturity accentuated by his boisterous nature. He stands at least half a head taller than his captain, but his shoulders are narrow and his limbs lanky. His armor doesn’t fit well, hanging off of his frame like garments left out to dry on a clothesline. Hand-me-downs, if I had to venture a guess. I pity him his wonky nose and gapped teeth, but I pity the woman who agreed to marry him all the more.

The other guard under the captain’s command has yet to utter a word. A woman, not a man as I first believed, though her masculine appearance certainly lends itself to the assumption. She stands tall and dutiful, wearing just as severe a frown as her leader. This is not a lady of refinement, but one of battle, the deep scars of angry red upon her cheeks and across the bridge of her nose a written history of all the violence she’s seen. It isn’t until she motions to Wen with her hands, stringing together a sequence of signals as she produces shapes with her mouth, that I realize she’s missing her tongue.

Did she lose it in a fight, I wonder, or was it punishment for some unknown crime?

Whatever the guard says, it causes Wen to roll his eyes. “It ain’t gonna bite me,” he replies arrogantly
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