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She’d been widowed young and had raised three children by herself. She helped both her sons build houses and marry. Later, when the grandchildren came along, she worked like an old draft animal, taking care of them too.

She got up before dawn and went to bed long after everyone else. She ate little, worked constantly, and in the end she wore herself sick.

When she fell ill, Ethan’s two uncles refused to spend money on treatment. Ethan’s mother was the only one who stepped up. She paid for everything, did all the work, took her mother to a major city hospital, got her properly treated, then brought her home and cared for her herself.

But once Grandma Miller started to recover, Ethan’s two uncles came storming over.

They accused her of faking the illness just to get out of work, said she’d made them the laughingstock of the village. They sneered that every old person lived that way, so what made her so delicate? A little back pain and soreness, and she’d run off to a big hospital? What a waste of money.

Ethan’s mother had been trapped at the door and cursed out by both her brothers and their wives. In the end, she had no choice but to watch them take Grandma Miller away.

Then, only half a month later, she got a call from her mother.

Grandma Miller said she didn’t have much time left. Before she died, she wanted to see her daughter one last time.

Ethan’s father had been a truck driver. He’d died in a road accident two years ago, leaving Ethan and his mother with only each other. She was a devoted daughter to begin with, so the moment she got that call, she panicked and immediately called Ethan.

“This is it,” Ethan said hoarsely as he led us to a red-brick house. “My oldest uncle’s place.”

He strode up to the courtyard gate and pounded on it hard.

“Uncle Ray! Open up!”

Bang. Bang. Bang.

“It’s Ethan! Is my mom in there?”

The old wooden gate shook under his fists, the sound jarringly loud in the dead silence of the village.

“Coming, coming! Quit pounding on the door!”

A short, heavyset middle-aged woman yanked the gate open with one hand braced on her hip. The moment she saw Ethan, she froze.

Panic flashed across her face.

Then, just as quickly, she forced herself calm. But her narrow, sharp eyes kept darting around, and the guilt in them was impossible to miss.

“Oh. Ethan. What are you doing here?”

As she spoke, Aunt Linda planted herself squarely in the entrance, clearly not about to let any of us inside.

Ethan was too worried about his grandmother to notice her attitude. He rushed to ask, “Aunt Linda, is Grandma okay? And my mom— is she here?”

Aunt Linda looked startled.

“Your grandma wasn’t feeling well, so your mom took her into Hangzhou to see a doctor,” she said. “What, she didn’t tell you?”

Then she gave a dry little laugh.
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“Your poor mother must’ve been so flustered she forgot. Sent you all the way back here for nothing.”

As she finished, she stepped back and started shutting the gate.

“Ethan, I’ve been working all day and I’m exhausted, so I won’t keep you. Go find your mom.”

She slammed the door in a hurry, then waddled back toward the house as fast as she could.

The second she disappeared inside, Ethan turned and strode toward the edge of the village, his face tight with worry.

“But we just came from Hangzhou. Why didn’t Mom call me?” he muttered, half to himself. “Something must’ve happened. Grandma must be really bad off. Mom was probably too scared to think straight. No—I have to go find her.”

He moved like the wind, taking huge steps.

Before the rest of us could react, he’d already left us far behind.

What an idiot.

Couldn’t he tell his aunt was lying?

“Ethan! Get back here!”

“Ethan!”

It took me shouting twice before he finally stopped.

He turned around and saw the three of us still standing there, blinking at us with those big, innocent eyes of his. “Oh—sorry, Lucy. I totally forgot about you guys.”

I let out a sigh. Sophie pointed at his pocket. “Why don’t you call your mom again?”

Realization hit him all at once. He smacked himself hard on the forehead with a loud slap.

“God, I’m such an idiot!”

Morgan, who hated seeing people get hurt, winced at the red mark already blooming on his brow. “Stop hitting yourself. You’ll only get dumber.”

Ethan clutched his phone, his expression going blank with confusion. “Why is my mom’s phone off?

“She never turns it off.”

The more he said it, the more panicked he became. He started to bolt for the door, but I grabbed the back of his shirt and yanked him to a stop.

“Don’t panic yet. Ask around the village first. Maybe someone else has seen her.”

He still looked dazed, like his brain was refusing to catch up. Sophie sighed and said, “You can’t trust what your Aunt Linda said. She was lying to you.”

That finally sank in.

Ethan stared at us, disbelief written all over his face. “Why would she lie to me?”

At the entrance to the village stood an old mud-brick house. An elderly woman with graying hair lived there.

She was hard of hearing and spoke in such a thick local dialect that talking to her was like pulling teeth.

Still, we got the basics out of her. Mrs. Miller had come into the village first thing that morning. The old woman hadn’t seen her leave, and she hadn’t heard anything about Grandma Miller being sick, either.

Her children all worked in big cities, so she spent most of her days alone, sitting in front of her house and watching the road.

If even she said she hadn’t seen Mrs. Miller leave, then Ethan’s mom was probably still somewhere in the village.

“Come on,” I said. “We’re going back to your Uncle Ray’s house.”

Ethan was so rattled he looked half out of his mind. He clenched his fists and followed behind us without a word.
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I pulled back one of her eyelids and examined her carefully, then reached out and pressed two fingers to the palace of fate between her brows.

Ice cold.

Not the chill of a living person with poor circulation, either. It was the dead, waxy cold of a corpse.

And yet her breathing was steady and even.

Sophie frowned when she saw my expression. “Is it what I think it is? Her soul-spirit is gone?”

A person has three souls and seven spirits. Once those are stripped away, all that remains is an empty shell.

No awareness. No sensation. No movement.

A lot of the people hospitals label as vegetative patients aren’t sick at all.

Some of them have simply lost their souls.

Ethan lunged forward, grabbed Aunt Linda by the throat, and hauled her off the ground with one hand.

“Talk!” he roared. “What did you do to my mom?”

Her heavy legs kicked wildly in midair. Her round face darkened by the second, turning a sick, liver-red purple.

“Ethan! Ethan, let go of my mom! Please—”

The little boy clung to Ethan’s leg and burst into tears, and that was enough to bring a flicker of sense back into him.

Then a violent pounding came from downstairs.

Bang.

The sound jolted Ethan. His grip loosened.

Aunt Linda dropped hard to the floor and immediately clutched her throat, dragging in desperate gulps of air. Her tiny eyes burned with hatred as she glared up at Ethan.

“Your uncle’s back. If you want to know what happened to your mother, ask him!”

Afraid Ethan might come at her again, she scrambled upright with shocking speed for a woman her size and bolted for the stairs.

“Honey, you’re finally back!
“I’m telling you, your nephew, he—”

She never got to finish.

Uncle Ray suddenly lowered his head and bit straight through her windpipe.

Blood sprayed more than three feet into the air, misting everything around them red.

His mouth hung open as he licked the blood from his lips, savoring it.

More ran down his chin and dripped to the floor, pooling into a dark, spreading stain.

Under the pale white moonlight, his skin had taken on an unnatural red cast.

His eyes were scarlet.

But his pupils were a dead, ashen gray.

A blood corpse.

Morgan and I looked at each other.

We both saw the same shock in the other’s eyes.

The conditions for creating a blood corpse were brutally exact.

First, the body had to be buried in a place of extreme yin.

Second, after the burial, the grave had to be continually soaked with the blood of a close blood relative.

Third, on a yin year, yin month, yin day, and yin hour, a spiritually charged creature had to pass over the grave and stir the killing energy festering inside it.

Miss even one of those conditions, and it wouldn’t happen.
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He lay flat on his back in the yard, a gaping hole punched through his chest, blood pouring out in thick, steady streams. Something had mauled him, too—like a wild animal had gotten at him. There wasn’t a strip of clean flesh left on him.

The moment he saw us and Ethan, a desperate spark lit up in his cloudy old eyes.

Old Man Crawford lifted one hand toward the air, his skin wrinkled like dead bark. “Help... help me...”

I ran over and clamped a hand over the wound in his chest. “You old dog, where’s Mrs. Miller’s soul-spirit?”

He looked so furious he almost died on the spot.

Morgan rolled her eyes so hard I thought she might strain something. Clearly, she found my bedside manner embarrassing.

She shoved me aside, pasted on a sweet smile, and crouched down beside him. “Sir, who hurt you?” she asked gently. “What happened here?”

His expression eased a little. With obvious effort, he rasped, “First... save me first.”

While we were talking, Sophie had already rushed into the house to search.

A second later, she shouted, “Found Mrs. Miller!”

Morgan’s face changed instantly, a perfect demonstration of what it meant to turn on someone in a heartbeat.

She planted her foot right on Old Man Crawford’s chest. Blood spilled even faster.

“You filthy old bastard,” she snapped. “Talk. Now. Or I’ll kick your teeth in.”

His eyes rolled back.

And just like that, he died of sheer rage.

A wisp of gray soul-smoke drifted slowly out through the top of his head, then vanished almost at once.

For a dying old monster, he was pretty damn quick.

But one black shadow moved even faster.

It had the shape of some tiger-like fiend, and with impossible speed it snatched Old Man Crawford’s soul-spirit out of the air.

Then it tore him into pieces and stuffed the shreds straight into its mouth.

Morgan and I stared so hard our eyes nearly fell out.

Once the shadow finished devouring the soul, its hazy body grew noticeably more solid. Little by little, its original form came into focus.

It was a gaunt old woman in black burial clothes.

And she looked weirdly familiar.

“Grandma!”

Ethan shouted and started running toward her, but Sophie came sprinting out of the house clutching a jar.

“Don’t go over there!” she yelled. “That’s a Jian!”

My whole neck went stiff. I turned my head toward her one inch at a time.

“Y-you said what?”

Morgan swallowed hard. The look on her face was even uglier than crying.

“You mean that Jian? The one from the old records? When a person dies, they become a ghost. When a ghost dies, it becomes a Jian?”
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