
        
            
                
            
        

    






 
Begin Reading
Table of Contents
About the Author
Copyright Page
 
Thank you for buying this
A Feiwel and Friends ebook.
 
To receive special offers, bonus content,
and info on new releases and other great reads,
sign up for our newsletters.
 

Or visit us online at
us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup
 
For email updates on the author, click here.



The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.



For my mother, who always puts her family first, and my father, who always keeps his promises







ONE
ARE YOU THERE, MOM? IT’S ME, EVIE MEI, AND I WANT VENGEANCE
My phone alarm rings, so I hit the snooze button, just like I have every eight minutes for the past two hours to keep myself from falling asleep. It’s three in the morning, which is four hours and fifteen minutes before I have to wake up and get ready for school.
Before Mom died, staying up late without my family knowing was fun. I used to wake up in the middle of the night so I could sneak into the living room and watch R-rated movies that my parents wouldn’t let me see. But now I’m waking up every night at 1:00 A.M. so I can sneak down to the tailor shop, and instead of spending two hours watching violent action movies, I’ve been spending two hours a night spinning a thread of fate to save the man who killed my mom. And that makes me feel much, much worse than even the goriest movies I’ve ever regretted watching.
Two weeks ago, I spent my twelfth birthday fighting through the Ten Courts of Hell, or Dìyù, to find my mom. I wasn’t able to bring her back, but she did get to teach me how to use the Spindle of Fate. It’s been in our family for generations, so that meant our family’s ability to alter fate would live on. But then she insisted I use the Spindle to change the fate of The Gambler—the man who killed her—so my Auntie Kathie doesn’t kill him when she finds out, because Mom doesn’t want her very impulsive (and very pregnant) little sister to go to prison. Which was very selfless and Mom-like of her, but that means not only do I have to save the life of my mom’s murderer, I also can’t tell my aunt or anyone else the truth.
I rub my eyes and wrap the thread I’ve spun so far around the Spindle of Fate. Spinning is draining. Mom warned me not to overdo it, saying that it felt like donating two pints of blood every night. That didn’t really mean anything to me since I’ve never donated blood, but if it feels like a two-hour session with the Spindle of Fate, I guess it must feel dizzy and lightheaded. Moving slowly and carefully so I don’t fall over, I walk across the shop toward Mom’s family altar, which has side-by-side black-and-white portraits of my dead grandparents and some incense sticks that haven’t been replaced since she died. It’s not that Dad doesn’t care, but he doesn’t really believe in those kinds of things. Underneath the altar is a compartment in the floor with a hidden safe. But as I open the safe up and set the Spindle of Fate back inside, I realize The Gambler’s thread of fate, which I’ve been working diligently and bitterly on for the past two weeks, has vanished.
As I’ve spun and spun, I’ve seen the thread of fate gradually go from wispy and translucent like smoke to shimmering like starlight to a solid, pure white thread. But now, it’s gone.
Heart pounding, I run my fingers along the Spindle until I can feel it, then hold it up to the light. The thread of fate is still there, but it’s turned invisible.
Just like Mom said it would.
It’s done. The Gambler’s thread of fate is finished.
Or almost finished. There’s just one last thing to do. Just like Mom told me, I fetch a pair of scissors and turn the Spindle of Fate counterclockwise three times, letting it swing from my hand like a pendulum. The Spindle becomes hot in my hand, but I don’t let go, not even when a spark appears where the dangling end of the thread would be and lights it up like a firecracker. I chant: “Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler. Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler. Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler.”
The words are bitter in my mouth, like I’m chewing a lemon peel. Technically I don’t have to say them out loud: What’s important is pure mental concentration and purity of intent, to focus my will on the intended fate change so completely that I weave it into the fabric of reality. Mom wouldn’t need to say them, having mastered the art of using the Spindle, but she recommended I do since it’s my first attempt.
That isn’t the biggest reason I’m so nervous. It’s not even that my ability to concentrate isn’t as good as my mom’s. It’s the “purity of intent” part. I do intend to do this—I promised my mom, and there are only so many promises to her that I can break. But I don’t want it. I don’t want to save The Gambler, as much as I love Auntie Kathie and don’t want her to go to prison. I was willing to go to literal Hell for my mom, I even agreed to do this, but I can’t make myself want it. What if that bleeds into my intent and the thread doesn’t work?
When I asked Mom about that, she only said that she was confident I could do it.
“Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler. Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler. Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler.”
Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler.
Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler.
Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler.
Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler.
Auntie Kathie DOES NOT kill The Gambler.
Auntie Kathie does not kill The Gambler.
Auntie Kathie does not kill The Gambler …
The spark turns to spiraling smoke, and then the thread vanishes, not just from my eye but from my hand. But really it’s just become invisible to the human eye and now intangible to the touch, like any other thread of fate. The only trace it was ever there is a faint smell like the incense smoke at the temple Āh Mā, my grandma, goes to.
I did it. I completed a thread of fate. I’ve learned how to carry on my family legacy.
I saved the man who killed my mom.
I set the Spindle of Fate in the safe, then pull out Mom’s Book of Threads. It’s a yellow composition book reading Dawn Liu, 1st Grade on the cover. The first half are writing exercises and stuff like that from when Mom was a little kid, though her handwriting even back then was neater than mine is now. But there were still a lot of pages left, so later, Mom used the remaining pages for her Book of Threads—her log of every fate she’s ever changed. (Mom didn’t like throwing things away if she could still use them. She probably would have been a hoarder if she wasn’t such a neat freak.) When I flip it to the back, as if I’m reading a manga, the last page has a list in letters so neat and perfect, they look like they were typed:
Dr. Sylvia Fang (2007)—end relationship between O—W—and fiancé
The Liar (2012)—enable him and wife to have a child
Lisa Ying Chang (2013)—block husband from immigrating to US
Penelope Wu (2018)—brother wakes up
It’s not a long list, but Mom wanted me to have it because everyone on it owes her a favor, meaning I could go to them for help if our family ever needs it. I turn to a fresh page and record my first thread of fate:
The Gambler (2024)—does not die like he should have
Writing the words down is bitter, too.
Now what?
My emotions are like a badly tangled ball of threads: disbelief and a sense of real relief and satisfaction that I’ve actually pulled this off. I’ve completed a thread of fate, like my mom and my grandpa and all our ancestors before me. Even though I didn’t ask to be her successor, I realize now how much I didn’t want to fail at it. But I also feel sadness and rage, including rage at myself for doing such a horrible thing, when I think about what it means.
Auntie Kathie won’t kill The Gambler now. But Mom warned me that doesn’t mean it’s safe to tell her the truth. The Spindle of Fate can’t affect a person’s free will, meaning it can’t just make someone do anything they wouldn’t choose for themselves. It can only reshape fate to ensure or prevent a specific outcome by creating the circumstances that would cause it. Because Auntie Kathie is still the sort of person who would kill her fiancé if she knew he had murdered her sister, if I told her the truth now, the Spindle wouldn’t necessarily be able to stop her from trying. It might just intervene to ensure he wouldn’t die, and as my mom warned me, fate can be unpredictable and dangerous. I also can’t just tell “a trusted adult” like they’re always telling us at school. The only evidence I have that The Gambler did it is “my dead mom told me so,” which probably isn’t going to sway a jury. The useless cops couldn’t even figure out that she was murdered.
So as far as I know, I just helped The Gambler get away with it. He’s not even going to go to prison for what he did to my mom. To my family.
And after what I saw in Dìyù, even regular human prison wouldn’t feel like enough justice. At least you get three meals a day and can work out and read and stuff. After seeing hundreds of dead people forced to swim through blood, and rice that turns to iron in your mouth, and a mountain covered with swords in the netherworld, prison seems kind of underwhelming in comparison.
I don’t want The Gambler behind bars. I want him in Dìyù.







TWO
LET’S GET DOWN TO BUSINESS
“Did you ask your dad to sign the permission slip?” my best friend, Thida Hnin, asks as the bell dismisses us from school. She says it “casually,” as if she hasn’t been “reminding” me about the Red Rock Canyon field trip every day this week.
“Not yet,” I mumble, trying not to sound annoyed. “My dad’s been kinda stressed with work, you know.”
“Yeah, okay. Just don’t forget, you have to get it signed before the trip on—”
The Tuesday before the field trip, you’ve only told me like a thousand times, I think but don’t say. I’m not sure I even want to go on the field trip. Red Rock Canyon is fifteen miles from Las Vegas, which is a nearly four-hour drive away, so it’s an overnight trip. I might not have to spin The Gambler’s thread of fate anymore, but I do still have to help Dad out with the shop now that Mom is gone. I don’t think he’d refuse to sign if I asked, but it’s not as if I really like rocks. I’m not against them or anything. They’re fine, I guess.
We arrive at the student pickup area, and I grab my red-and-black skateboard while Thida waits for her mom to come pick her up. Thida and I used to ride our skateboards home from school together, but lately this weird yellow fog has been popping up in Southern California. At first the fog didn’t seem to have any negative effects other than “bad vibes,” but lately there have been reports of people experiencing disorientation, paranoia, and even strange hallucinations after coming into contact with it. It hasn’t even arrived in our town yet, but last week it arrived in the city of Alcazar a couple towns over, so Thida’s parents won’t let her skate home anymore. Dad thinks people are freaking out over nothing, but I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t let me go home alone if he knew Mom’s death wasn’t an accident. He bought me a phone the day after her body was found, and even though he didn’t say so, I’m pretty sure it’s because he doesn’t want to have no way of contacting me.
“I’m not trying to be annoying,” says Thida as I strap on my helmet. “I just didn’t want you to forget. I know you’ve had a lot on your mind with the Weavers and the shop and … everything.”
I guess everything isn’t the worst awkward way to refer to my mom’s death without saying your mom’s death. That’s actually a pretty solid way to describe how it feels: everything.
Someone shrieks, and Thida looks around. A scraggly-looking coyote is on the sidewalk right across from campus. There’s been a surge of wild animal sightings, too. Some people think the fog might be agitating them, which is another reason why Thida’s parents won’t let her skate home with me anymore.
“Do you want us to drop you off?” Thida asks. She takes out her phone to snap a picture of the coyote for the “citizen science” app she’s been obsessed with, Nature Go. “Coyotes have only killed humans a couple of times, but still.”
“I’ll be fine. I saw way scarier beasts than that in Dìyù.” Thida was with me when I found out about Mom and the Guilds, though she didn’t come with me to the netherworld. I insisted she stay behind to cover for me in case my dad got worried about where I was.
Thida shakes her head. I expect her to sigh and explain why that’s totally illogical and doesn’t mean I can’t get eaten by this beast, but she doesn’t. Instead she says, “Poor little guy. I hope they’re not here because they’re having trouble finding food.”
I stare at her in disbelief, thinking, Are you serious? I know Thida really likes animals, but a coyote killed her dog when we were in fifth grade. And now she’s worried they don’t have enough to eat?
“Well, I gotta get home. Dad’s waiting for me at the shop,” I say, because I truly have nothing to say to that.
When I enter our tailor shop, Reliable Quality Tailoring, the little charms dangling from lucky red strings around the door jingle to announce my arrival. There’s a line of customers, and behind the register is Dad, reading off Google Translate on his phone as he takes an order from a very old and very well-dressed lady with a red string necklace and a face mask embroidered with bats and flowers. I don’t know her, but I can tell from the elaborate loops of her string talisman and her ridiculously beautiful face mask that she’s a Weaver. Like Mom was—and now, like me.
The tailor shop has been doing a lot better since Mom’s death than we expected, in no small part thanks to the Guilds and especially the Weavers, though Dad doesn’t know it. I guess since they can’t shower us with home-cooked meals, like Dad’s side of the family has been doing, they’ve found a way to support us through the tailor shop. We even got a big costume order from a drag queen out in LA. Dad had no idea how she even heard of our tiny shop; he figured maybe she saw in the news about Mom’s death and felt sorry for us, but nah, it’s because she’s a Weaver. I looked her up online and she sews all her own costumes, so she obviously is just here to help us out. All the good business has helped Dad’s anxiety somewhat, but without my mom to talk to the sudden influx of older Chinese-speaking customers, now he has to relearn all the Chinese he knew when he was a kid and then forgot over the years. He’s still far from fluent, but he’s learned to use Google Translate really fast.
The masked lady isn’t the only other Weaver in the shop today. As I maneuver around the crowd to join Dad behind the counter, another customer, a twentysomething guy in a muscle shirt that is too small for him (his muscles are big, though, so it’s definitely a choice), shoots finger guns at me. Over his shoulder is a see-through plastic bag with a lime-green qìpao dress inside, and I realize he’s the drag queen. Hopefully Dad’s handiwork fits better than his shirt.
“Hey, Earth Elder,” he says to me as he exits the shop, lowering his voice so Dad doesn’t hear. He says it playfully but kindly, without any trace of sarcasm or condescension to be addressing a child as his elder, but it just makes me feel like an underqualified nepo baby, because that’s exactly what I am.
My mom was part of a network of five secret societies dedicated to traditional Chinese magical arts, and now that she’s gone, everyone expects me to take over as head of our society, the Weavers. That still feels weird to me, considering I only found out two weeks ago that the Weavers and the Guilds and the Spindle of Fate even exist. But now that my mom has officially taught me how to use the Spindle, just like her bàba taught her and his bàba taught him and all our ancestors passed it down generation after generation before him all the way back to the very first Weaver, I’m probably not going to convince anyone that I shouldn’t be their leader, too. The funny thing is, I wasn’t even supposed to be her successor: Mom was intending to pass down the Spindle of Fate to my sister. Which makes perfect sense: Mona Li is younger than me, but even at eight years old she’s way better, and also way more interested, in my mom’s crafts than I am, and she doesn’t even know they’re magical yet. She’s going to be an amazing Weaver someday, but I can’t tell her about the Guilds and the Spindle just yet. Because then I’d have to tell her about Dìyù, and I’d rather go back there than look my little sister in the eye and tell her that I helped Mom’s killer get away with it.
My little sister is sitting at the spare worktable, where she used to hang out even before Mom died, watching my mom work. Mona Li is working on her flower-girl dress for our aunt’s wedding. It’s red and gold with a mandarin collar and an embroidered phoenix on the bodice—an embroidered phoenix, my sister is eight—and a big fluffy tulle skirt like a tutu. The thought of my sister throwing petals down the aisle for my aunt’s marriage to The Gambler makes me want to break something, and if I play my cards right, she’ll never wear that dress. But working on her dress is the only thing that seems to take her mind off things lately, so I don’t have the heart to discourage her. Ever since our mom’s body was found, Mona Li has been even mopier than before. Dad and I have been worried about her.
“Hey,” I say as I squeeze behind her table on the way to the counter. “How was school? Have you made any new friends?” I’ve been trying to do better about checking in on my sister.
“No. Everyone is boring.”
“Hey, Robin,” Dad says then, before I can figure out what the heck I’m supposed to say to that. He calls me that because I used to play Batman with him when I was little. “Today’s been pretty calm.”
I really appreciate that we’re not going to go out of business and fall into ruin, but I might have to tell the Guilds to tone it down a little. They’re running out of things to claim need alterations. One guy came in yesterday with two plastic bags full of old socks, some of which weren’t even in pairs.
“That’s good. Is your Chinese getting any better?”
“It better be. This voice translation app isn’t great.” Dad pushes his phone toward me as he greets the next customer in line. I read the stilted speech-to-text translations:
Wow! Dawn’s husband is very handsome! And very well behaved and hardworking. Not like your lazy boyfriend who looks at his mobile phone all day long.
Mother! The woman just died! Stop talking!
What? He doesn’t understand Chinese just as he doesn’t understand the spindle of destiny.
“Haha, yeah, Dad, that makes no sense,” I say with a forced laugh. Mom had to promise my grandpa that she wouldn’t tell Dad about the Spindle of Fate, because in old-school Chinese thinking, girls join their husband’s family when they get married, which would mean the Spindle of Fate would otherwise go to another bloodline. That’s why she was waiting to tell me and my sister, because she didn’t trust us not to tell Dad. I’m not a tattletale or a blabbermouth like Mona Li, but I don’t like being lied to, and I wouldn’t have approved of keeping it a secret from him.
So … because I didn’t like being lied to, she lied to me. Yeah, I was a little bitter about that. But I do get why she did it. Mom always, always kept her promises.
“So when’s Auntie Kathie going to pick you up?” Dad asks. The Guilds are having their first meeting since my mom’s death later this afternoon, but because Dad can’t know about any of that, he thinks Auntie Kathie is taking me dress shopping for her wedding. I’m going to be her junior bridesmaid. I had tried to get out of it by saying that standing in photos with all her gorgeous senior bridesmaids, most of whom are former Las Vegas showgirls like my aunt, would make me feel bad about myself. I even watched a bunch of YouTuber apology videos to try and learn how to fake-cry, but Auntie Kathie just looked me in the eyes and said solemnly, “But Evie, you’re beautiful,” and that was that.
“She said four thirty, so like, five.” My aunt says she’s “still living on Vegas time,” even though she’s been living here for months now and there is no time difference between California and Las Vegas. “Is that okay? I could ask her to come later if you need help with the customers.” It wouldn’t be great to show up late to my first official Guilds meeting, but they’ll understand. Everyone’s been very understanding lately. Last week in homeroom, I got fed up hearing Meg Everson complaining about how her parents keep taking her to Disneyland ever since they got their annual pass. I told her that her life sounded so hard, if it were me I would just jump off the Guardians of the Galaxy ride. I’m pretty sure the only reason Dad hasn’t heard about it from the principal’s office is because my mom is dead.
“I’ll be fine. Seriously, you deserve a break. Have fun with your aunt.” Shopping for my aunt’s wedding to The Gambler would be about as much fun as falling into an open sewer, but I am restless to get to the Guilds meeting. Not because I’m expecting it to be fun, either, but because now that The Gambler’s thread of fate is finished, I can start planning how to avenge my mom.
At first I wasn’t sure how I’m supposed to get revenge on him just on my own. I’m twelve years old, and he still lives in Las Vegas. It’s not like I can just go all John Wick on him. I can’t use the Spindle of Fate to make him walk into a volcano or something, because the Spindle needs time to cool down between threads, otherwise fates could get entangled. And the wedding is only a month away. I can’t wait that long.
But then I remembered the Book of Threads. When she taught me how to use the Spindle, Mom also told me to turn to that log if our family ever needs help. I was hoping to call in those favors for help avenging Mom, but I’ve called all of them now, and every one of them turned out to be a bust for one reason or another. Penelope Wu turned out to be a high schooler with no magical abilities; Lisa Ying Chang doesn’t speak English and I don’t speak Chinese, so I couldn’t ask her. Maybe The Liar (turns out The Gambler wasn’t the first jerk Mom refused to call by name) could’ve helped me if I’d asked, but after I found out what my mom had to do for him and why, I couldn’t bring myself to. She told me not to pursue revenge, and obviously I’m not going to listen, but it still didn’t feel right wasting this particular favor to break a promise to her.
All except one: the very first name on the list, Dr. Sylvia Fang. She’s the leader of the Alchemists, one of the other Guilds. They have a bit of a sinister reputation for their history of poisoning people with elixirs (though to be fair, they also have historically been progressive on gender issues, which is cool). Dr. Fang insisted they never poisoned anybody who didn’t deserve it, but still.
She’s the perfect person to help me avenge my mom. But there’s one problem: Dr. Fang’s name was the only one on the list that was crossed out. So I assumed that meant Mom had already called in a favor from her. But after I finished The Gambler’s thread of fate, I finally sent her a text, and she told me she would explain at the meeting. In private.







THREE
THE GLORY DAYS OF THE LAS VEGAS SHOWGIRL
Auntie Kathie picks me up in her lipstick-red Ford Thunderbird right on Las Vegas time, meaning five minutes to five.
“Hey, kiddo,” she says as I hop in the front seat. “You’re looking cute.”
I went to school in a T-shirt I got from the thrift store down the block, which has Wile E. Coyote looking down to see he’s fallen off a cliff and holding up a sign with the words NEVER GIVE UP! But after seeing the beautifully dressed old Weaver auntie at the tailor shop, it occurred to me that this maybe wasn’t the best first impression for my first meeting as my mom’s successor. So I went upstairs to my room to grab a saffron-yellow jacket with boxy shoulders. Mom made it for me last Lunar New Year, when we’re always supposed to get new clothes. I haven’t worn it since, and it was custom-made for my measurements like all of Mom’s clothes were, so it’s a little short now.
My aunt is looking pretty good, too. Her pregnancy is seven and a half months along now, so she can’t wear her favorite tight minidresses and stiletto heels anymore, but she’s put on lipstick and a dash of winged eyeliner again, and her thick jet-black hair is in curls instead of shambles. Only the circles under her eyes give away how broken up she still is about my mom’s death. Auntie Kathie lost both her parents when she was a teenager, so now that Mom is dead, Mona Li and I are the only family she has left, at least until her baby is born. As much as I’d like to believe that my aunt is paying more attention to her appearance again because of her new job teaching a K-pop dance class in Koreatown, I have a horrible suspicion it’s at least in part because of the man responsible for both the baby in her belly and the dark circles under her eyes … and the ring on her finger.
I force myself not to look at that ring, because if I do, I’ll want to punch the car door, even though the only thing I would succeed at breaking are my own knuckles. Mom used to say that my aunt likes her men like Chinese people like their desserts: not too sweet. Even though I’ve never seen this guy or even knew his name until two weeks ago, I’ve heard a lot about him from listening to Mom complaining about him all the time. Even if he hadn’t murdered my mom, I wouldn’t want him in my aunt’s life.
I rub my thumb over the red string talisman around my throat. Mom made it for me when I was born; she, Auntie Kathie, and my sister wear them, too. The intricate loops contain protective charms, and touching the string also calms me down. I’m sorely tempted to tell my aunt all the reasons that she’s better off without this guy, just like Mom did to no avail when she was alive, but I force myself to keep quiet. I can really go off when I’m angry, and if I get started, I might let slip the truth about her fiancé.
“Nervous about the meeting?” Auntie Kathie asks. “Can you do me a favor, hun, and feed me some durian? They’re in the glove compartment.”
I find the bag of dried durian bites and feed my aunt one as she drives. I was only four when my sister was born, so I don’t remember whether my mom was constantly eating like this when she was pregnant. Lately Auntie Kathie has been craving durian, which I can tell because her breath always smells of the stinky fruit.
“Not really? I mean, the Guilds can’t be any scarier than Dìyù.” It sounds cocky, but it’s true, though of course it’s not the whole truth. I am nervous about the meeting. When I first found out about the Guilds, I was really self-conscious about the fact that I had never been taught Weaver magic, and I still am. But right now I’m more nervous because I don’t know what’s the deal with Dr. Fang and my mom, and I need someone to help me.
Auntie Kathie purses her lips tightly at my reply. My aunt was understandably pretty unhappy about me going into Dìyù in the first place. After I came back, she tried to get me to see a therapist, which would probably be a good idea except for the fact that if I tried to tell them about Dìyù or talking to my dead mom, the recommended treatment I would get is not going to be what Auntie Kathie has in mind.
Trying to sound more upbeat, I add, “It’ll be nice to see Kevin again, though.” That would be Kevin Chengsson, the Warrior boy who came to Dìyù with me. He lives in Los Angeles, so even though we literally went through Hell together, I haven’t seen him since then. Now that I have a phone, we’ve stayed in touch over text. But between helping my dad out at the store after school and spinning The Gambler’s thread of fate, I haven’t been responding to him as much lately.
“Do you miss being a showgirl?” I ask, changing the subject. I know my aunt has always wanted kids, and she’s going to be an amazing mom, but she spent most of her adult life in Las Vegas and then sailing around the world as a dancer on cruise ships. It’s a little weird to think about her just settling down.
That’s not the only reason I’m asking, though. The Gambler went back to Las Vegas after showing up on my aunt’s doorstep two weeks ago, the same day Mom’s body was found. I was terrified Auntie Kathie would go with him, but she said she didn’t want to leave me and Mona Li now. On one hand, I’m relieved I don’t have to worry about him being anywhere near my aunt, at least not until the wedding. But after their baby is born, will she go back to Vegas with him? I hate thinking that he’s going to take her away, but I also don’t want him to move here, either, which is why I’ve been too afraid to ask.
“Wow. That’s a grown-up question.” Auntie Kathie doesn’t sound offended—she’s always been pretty open, maybe a little too open if you asked my parents. But I’m getting kind of sick of hearing how grown-up and mature I am. I’ve been hearing it all the time since Mom died whenever I help Dad out with chores or at the store. “Sure, I miss it sometimes. But honestly, the glory days of the showgirl were over even before the pandemic. And I always knew I wasn’t going to be a showgirl my whole life. Dancers get a pretty narrow window before you’re considered too old. I know, it’s awful, but that’s show business.”
I stare at my aunt. Even with bags under her eyes and gnawing on durian slices at red lights, she’s still gorgeous. Auntie Kathie took Mona Li and me back-to-school shopping this year and the store employees all thought she was our big sister. Does she really feel old? Is that why she feels she has to marry The Gambler?
I take a deep breath. I shouldn’t go there, but …
“Can I ask you another grown-up question?”
“Well, I can’t promise you a grown-up answer. But go ahead and I’ll try my best.”
“Why do you have to get married to … to him?” It would be rude to call her fiancé “The Gambler”—Mom did it, but she was her big sister and I’m her niece—but I also don’t want to say his name. “I know you’re going to have a baby, but that doesn’t mean you have to be with him forever. You’re so pretty. You could get any other guy you want.”
Dad always tells people how when he asked my mom to marry him, she flipped a coin. But not because she couldn’t make up her mind. She had a habit of flipping coins whenever she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do, not to make up her mind for her, but because once she saw where it landed, she knew what she’d really been hoping for in her gut. So when Dad proposed, she flipped her coin, but then threw it over her shoulder without even looking at it. She said she didn’t need it to know what she wanted to answer.
Could my aunt really feel that way about this guy? Even if he hadn’t killed my mom—which is a pretty gigantic even if—he ditched her for months after she became pregnant. And now all of a sudden they’re getting married and everything’s okay?
Auntie Kathie says carefully, “That’s very sweet, kiddo, but it doesn’t always work like that. Sometimes grown-up love is … complicated.”
“Does he really love you? Because it doesn’t seem like he’s very nice to you.”
My aunt’s pouty red lips curl, and I wonder if I’ve gone too far. It’s not like anything I said was unfair, but I’ve overheard my mom trying to have this exact same conversation with my aunt so many times. Whenever Mom would remind Auntie Kathie about all the crap he put her through, my aunt would just get more defensive and make excuses for him.
“Look, I know your mom didn’t like him, and I admit she had her reasons. But part of being a grown-up is I get to make my own grown-up choices, okay? Even if you might think they’re not always the best ones.”
“But what about your kid?”
“What about them?” Auntie Kathie says in a cool voice. For a moment I’m taken aback, but then realize my aunt isn’t saying that her kid can go kick rocks. I know her baby will be better off with no dad at all than one who’s a murderer, but she doesn’t know that, because Mom made me promise not to tell her. But that isn’t the only reason I’m shocked by her reply. My aunt can be pretty sassy, but I’ve never heard that tone from her, not at me.
Auntie Kathie sighs. “I’m sorry, kiddo. It’s just … you sounded so much like your mom then.”
She manages a smile. When she was pouting, she really did look like my moody teenage sister and not my aunt. “I know you’re looking out for me, just like … just like your mom always did. But I can take care of myself, okay?”
“I’m sorry, too, Auntie Kathie.”
We come to another red light, and I hand-feed her more durian. Because she’s very hungry and very pregnant, and if I don’t do something soon, she’s getting married to the man who killed my mom.

The Guilds meeting is below the foothills around Avalon. It also happens to be in the city of Alcazar, so Auntie Kathie turns her headlights on as we drive through patches of yellow fog, which are the exact shade and smell of pee. As we get out of the car, she puts on an N95 mask from her purse. Even though the fog doesn’t chase us or make me anxious or paranoid—well, not any more anxious or paranoid, anyway—seeing it around my pregnant auntie does make me a little nervous.
The meeting is in a sunbaked orange mansion in the middle of a regular street, but it’s surrounded by a parking lot. A jade-green sign in front reads THE GOLD MOUNTAIN GUILDS, along with Chinese characters that I assume mean “Gold Mountain Guilds.” Before we can ring the doorbell, a girl about my age with an oversized navy suit and good posture answers the door. Next to it is a Ring camera, so she must’ve seen us on that.
“Hello, Auntie,” she says respectfully, tilting her head back to look up at my aunt (she’s five foot nine—showgirls have to be very tall). She carefully enunciates each syllable, like Siri or Google Maps. My mom didn’t have any other siblings or even cousins, and I’ve never seen this kid in my life, but most Chinese kids I know call any older adult auntie or uncle. “Is there anything I can get you?”
“Can you get boiling water and some towels, like, now? I think I’m going into labor.” When the girl’s eyes widen, Auntie Kathie waves her hand playfully. “I’m kidding, hun.”
Good Posture laughs, though the way her perfectly straight shoulders slouch just a bit makes me think she was genuinely alarmed for a second that my aunt might give birth right then and there. She turns to me.
“I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Mary Hsu. I’m a Scholar.” I wonder if she’s related to Dr. Hsu, or Water Elder, the Scholars’ leader. “And you’re the new Earth Elder.”
“Just Evie is okay,” I say stiffly. Mary addressing me as Elder is a little less weird than a grown man doing it, but it’s still pretty weird.
“I’m sorry for your loss. I didn’t know your mom that well since we’re in different Guilds, but I always admired her as a female Elder.”
This is never getting easier, is it? Thankfully, Auntie Kathie says, “We appreciate that, hun,” so I don’t have to respond.
“Evie!” Kevin runs over to me, waving his hand wildly. He’s a little dressed up, too, though in Kevin Chengsson–land, that means a tie over a T-shirt. “Hey, Auntie Kathie!” Kevin adds.
“Hey, kiddo. It’s good to see you again,” my aunt says warmly. She’s had a soft spot for him ever since he was the only one in the Guilds who would volunteer to go to Dìyù with me, which is both less and more impressive when you consider he has no Warrior skills whatsoever.
“Hey. Uh, I’m sorry I haven’t been replying to your messages. Things have been busy with the store and stuff…”
“Oh, it’s cool! Don’t even worry about it,” Kevin says, which just makes me feel even worse. I follow him into the house, which is filled with Guilds members socializing and enjoying refreshments while they wait to get started. The last time I saw the Guilds, they were visiting my aunt to pay their respects after my mom’s funeral. The vibes today are much more energetic, with Weavers, Warriors, Scholars, Artists, and Alchemists laughing and pouring drinks and talking like they’re arguing, which means they’re having a good time. Auntie Kathie is quickly bombarded by a group of elderly aunties in beautifully embroidered face masks, who seem drawn to her baby bump like extremely well-dressed moths to a flame. But then one of them says, “And congratulations on your wedding! Is he taller than you?” I take a deep breath and quickly walk into the hall, so fast that poor Kevin has to run to catch up with me.
“So how have you been?” I ask him, trying not to scream as I hear the aunties fawning over how good-looking the man who threw my mom into the ocean is.
“I’ve been good! I have some pretty sweet news.”
He shows me his phone. On the screen is a text message with a picture of one of those place mats from Chinese restaurants showing the twelve animals of the zodiac. All but two of them have big bloodred Xs drawn over them in Sharpie. I’m unsure what I’m supposed to be looking at until Kevin says, “Mom got Rooster!”
“Oh, nice!” Kevin’s dad was killed by twelve assassins called the Zodiac Killers, so his mom spends most of her time hunting them down. The Xs must show which of them his mom has taken out. “Wow, so that’s only two to go?”
“Yup! Just Dog and Pig left. But she’s not going to get them yet. She has to stay in LA for a while to work on the Dead Reckoning reboot.”
“They’re rebooting Dead Reckoning?!”
“Oh. Shoot. I forgot we weren’t supposed to announce that yet. Anyway! That means Mom is going to be in town for my birthday!”
It kind of concerns me how he says it like his mom being here for his birthday is some kind of special event, like a BTS concert. But my mom couldn’t be here for my birthday, so right now that does sound pretty nice.
“Would you want to come to my party?” Kevin asks. “I know you’ve been busy.”
“Are you kidding? Of course I’ll be there.”
“Okay, cool, cool! We can finally have movie night, like a real one! I was thinking with my mom here, we could all watch Dead Reckoning 3: Dig 200 Graves.”
“Would your mom be up for that?” Kevin’s parents met working on that movie as stunt performers.
“Oh yeah! She’s seen it tons of times.” I swear whenever Kevin tells me anything about his mom, I get more depressed. I’ve seen the entire Dead Reckoning series, and except for the fight scenes with his mom, which are awesome, Dead Reckoning 3 is a really bad movie. Is she just watching out of sentimental value, or to see her dead husband? It’s not like she can even see his face in it!
“Also … there’s someone I like, so I asked them, and they said yes.”
“What?!?”
“Well, you don’t have to sound so surprised.” Kevin pretends to sound insulted, but he’s still smiling.
“Well, who is it?” I demand. “Wait—oh my gosh, did you reach out to Marcus Morby?” That’s the name of Kevin’s true love, whom Auntie Kathie identified by tracing his red thread of fate. (According to our family tradition, only one child can inherit the Spindle of Fate, but Auntie Kathie was taught how to find the red thread of fate instead—not that it’s helped her love life any.) I told Kevin not to contact him because if some rando reached out to me saying an invisible thread around our ankles meant we were destined to fall in love, I would insta-block him, and possibly get a restraining order. But Kevin is such a romantic, and to be fair, it must be pretty hard for him to know his soulmate is out there but not be able to do anything about it.
“Oh, no. It’s not him.”
“So, you’re dating someone who’s not gonna be your soulmate?” I punch his arm. “You dog!”
“Hey, it’s not like that!” Kevin throws his hands up defensively. “If you knew we weren’t gonna be friends forever, would you just never talk to me again? I mean, I would still want to be friends even if someday we won’t be.”
“Wow. I was messing with you, but … that’s actually a good point.”
“You don’t have to sound so surprised.”
My face suddenly hurts, and it takes a moment before I realize that it’s because I’m smiling. It’s been a while, and I regret leaving all of Kevin’s messages these past few weeks unanswered (mostly random silly videos and stuff, but still). I know he understands, but he might be the only person who can cheer me up even when I’m in the worst pain of my life. Thida has been really supportive, and Dad’s trying his best. But maybe it’s because Kevin was with me when I went to Dìyù and said goodbye to my mom, or maybe it’s just because of Kevin.
“So tell me everything. Who’s the lucky boy or girl?”
“Nonbinary, actually. Their name’s Leslie Leung. You can actually meet them right now—they’re an Alchemist.”
“You’re dating an Alchemist? Dude, is that even safe? What if you get into a fight and they poison…” My voice trails off, as I remember what I’m here for.
Kevin says something, but I’m not listening. I glance around the crowd until I spot Dr. Sylvia Fang, or Metal Elder. The head of the Alchemists is rocking a baby tee that reads JUST DROPPED A NEW SINGLE (IT’S ME, I’M SINGLE).
Dr. Fang notices me, too. “Hi, Evie!” she says from across the room.
“Hey, Dr. Fang!” Kevin says, waving. My hand leaps to my red string pendant, while my eyes dart to the clock. Do I have time to talk to her now, before the meeting? Dr. Fang already agreed to talk to me, but if I have to wait through this entire meeting before I get an answer, I might spontaneously combust.
Dr. Fang walks toward me, her right hand gripping her cane. Even though she looks like the youngest of the other Elders, I’m pretty sure she’s much older, and who am I kidding? I can’t even wait for her to walk across the living room toward me.
“I’m going to say hi to Metal Elder,” I tell Kevin.
“Oh cool! I’ll come with you—”
“Don’t do that.” Kevin furrows his brow, and I scramble to think of an excuse. Even though Kevin went to Dìyù with me, we got separated before I finally found my mom, and I haven’t told him how she really died. It makes me feel kind of gross, but as hard as it was to accept, Mom was definitely right that if she had told me from the beginning about the Weavers and the Guilds and the Spindle, I would have told Dad. I would trust Kevin with my life, but the one thing I can’t trust him to do is keep his mouth shut. The boy kind of just says whatever’s in his head with zero filter. He wouldn’t mean to, but I really can’t be sure that he wouldn’t accidentally let it slip to Auntie Kathie.
“I, uh, have to ask her a question about my period.” I got my first period a few days after returning from Dìyù, because I hadn’t suffered enough, I guess. Auntie Kathie told me that while it mostly sucks, just bringing it up will get guys to instantly shut up. I was mostly sad about the fact that Mom wasn’t there.
“Oh. Okay!” Kevin doesn’t seem weirded out at all, but he doesn’t ask any questions, either. So I leave him and dash off toward my last hope.







FOUR
A TRUSTED ADULT, OR SOMETHING LIKE THAT
I jostle my way through the crowded room toward Dr. Fang. “Metal Elder,” I say breathlessly. Even though we’re technically equals now that I’ve inherited my mom’s title as Earth Elder, she’s still older than me … possibly way older. I try to sound like a model respectful Chinese child, but the words come out too quick and frenzied, stumbling out of my mouth.
The head of the Alchemists beams. “Look at you! I love your jacket! Your ma has such good taste.”
Dr. Fang doesn’t seem to realize she made a mistake when she said has. Chinese doesn’t have past tense, so it’s a very common error to make. I prefer people being able to talk about my mom instead of awkwardly tiptoeing around the fact that she ever existed, but it’s like preferring being kicked in the shins over being punched in the face.
“Yeah, she did,” I say. “Um, I know we’re about to start soon, but—”
Dr. Fang cuts me off with a high, cackling laugh. “You’ve never been to an official Guilds meeting before. It won’t be that soon. Why don’t we talk somewhere private, ah?”
She turns toward a side room, and I hold out my arm for support. Dr. Fang leads me into the closest room, which happens to be a bathroom, and locks the door. I guess anyone who needs to use it will just have to suck it up.
“You said you wanted to ‘explain’ to me in person about the thread of fate my mom made for you,” I say, choosing my words carefully. Since I don’t know for sure yet if the favor is still open, I hadn’t told her yet what I want to use it for. But if Mom already called in a favor and Dr. Fang’s debt has been repaid, she could have just told me that over the phone, right?
Dr. Fang nods. “To answer your question, Dawn didn’t cross my name out because I repaid my debt to her. My thread of fate was Dawn’s payment for a favor she asked of me.”
My stomach sinks as my last hope disintegrates with her words. “Oh,” I say numbly. Why couldn’t she have just told me that over the phone instead of getting my hopes up, then?
As if guessing my question, Dr. Fang adds, “That’s not what I wanted to speak to you about—or at least, not all of it. You’re going to be Earth Elder now, and I think there are some things about your ma and the Spindle that you should know. So I wanted to explain to you, woman to woman.”
Is that what I am now that my mom’s gone? That really depresses me.
She continues, “Your aunt explained to you that your ma was the first girl in the Liu family to inherit the Spindle of Fate?”
“Yeah, because of sexism.” Before my mom, the Spindle of Fate was always passed down to sons, because the traditional Chinese way of thinking was that girls joined other families when they got married. My grandpa relented because he only had two daughters, but to keep it technically “in the family,” it was on the condition that she could never tell her future husband, which is why my dad still doesn’t know about any of this.
“Yes, that’s correct. But it’s not the whole story. Your ma didn’t just get lucky because her father had no sons to pass it on to. When she was eight years old and your wàipó”—my grandma on my mom’s side—“was pregnant with your auntie, Dawn came to me and offered me a thread of fate someday in exchange for me giving her māmā herbs to make her unborn sibling a girl, rather than a son who would inherit the Spindle over her.”
“What?”
Dr. Fang says nothing, letting me process this information. I mean, obviously it’s dumb that it mattered what the kid’s gender was at all, but it’s jarring to think of my mom sneaking behind her parents’ backs to make a deal with Metal Elder. At eight years old. I know she would have really wanted the Spindle, but that’s my little sister’s age.
“So … you said yes,” I say, though I’m struggling to wrap my head around this. “And Auntie Kathie was a girl, so Mom inherited the Spindle, and that’s why she made the thread of fate for you years later.”
“Did your ma write down what the thread was for?”
Feeling uneasy, I nod, remembering Mom’s neat handwriting in her Book of Threads:
Dr. Sylvia Fang (2007)—end relationship between O—W—and fiancé
Even without any other information, this one troubled me. I was sure that Mom wouldn’t have messed with someone else’s relationship—almost a marriage—unless she had a really good reason. (I mean, I don’t have to look very far to come up with an example.) But if Mom owed Dr. Fang a favor and not the other way around, I don’t know if that’s necessarily the case. Mom never broke her promises. And if she owed Metal Elder something like that, she would have felt she had no choice but to do whatever Dr. Fang asked her to do no matter how horrible.
“She wrote that you had her break up a couple who were getting married. But she didn’t write down why.”
“Now that’s a long story. To understand why, I have to go back a long, long time, to when I was even younger than you.”
I flash back to all the gossip Āh Mā likes to share from her beauty salon about her regular customers and their children and grandchildren. “Uh, how long? I mean, I want to know, but the meeting—”
Dr. Fang waves her hand dismissively. “Two-fifths of the Council of Elders is in this room! What are they going to do, start without us? But okay, I will make this quick. When I was a young girl living in China, I used to get into a lot of mischief. One time it went rather badly and I was beaten by a group of boys.
“One of the boys was named Wei Bu. He went along with his friends, but unlike them, he felt guilty about it afterward. So he came to my house and begged me on his knees for forgiveness, saying he would do anything I wanted. I was still angry, and it was winter, so I told him to sit outside in the snow until I told him he could come back inside.”
It seems like Dr. Fang’s homicidal tendencies started early. But even though I’m a little disturbed, I also kind of understand how she must have felt. If The Gambler begged me for forgiveness, I would make him do a lot worse than sit out in the cold.
“I sat in front of the window, waiting for him to give up. I was hoping he would eventually go back in and feel ashamed. But he never did, until finally I became afraid he might freeze to death and it would be my fault. So I told him he could stop, which meant I had to forgive him. From that point on, we were lifelong friends.”
Now that, I did not see coming. Her voice grows wistful as she continues. “He was the best friend I ever had. Our friendship lasted throughout the war with Japan and the civil war, even after I migrated to America. Later I helped him and his family migrate here, too. He wasn’t an Alchemist, and by this point he had not seen me in decades, so he was shocked to see that I had not aged, but he took it in good humor, as was his way. He had a wonderful life here, but then when he was very old, his granddaughter became engaged to a Japanese American man. Wei Bu had lost his younger brothers, many of his friends, and his first wife to the Japanese, so he was heartbroken. And so I told your mother the time had come for me to collect the debt she owed me, and I had her end their relationship.”
“She did what?” I blurt out. Even though I knew the story was leading here, I’m still stunned. “How … how could she do that?”
But I know the answer. Of course she could do it. She promised.
“Oh, she was as horrified as you were. But she had made her promise, so she changed their fate. Soon after, Wei Bu had a stroke. It wasn’t so serious, but it was enough to scare his granddaughter. Knowing how unhappy her relationship made him, she asked her betrothed if they could break off their engagement until after her grandfather died. He was a proud man and he refused, so their relationship ended.”
“What happened to them?”
“Wei Bu’s granddaughter jumped off a cliff, and her former fiancé took poison after.” My jaw drops, but then Dr. Fang scoffs. “What do you think this is, a Korean drama? The girl is married to another man now and they have two children. I suspect her Japanese boy’s life has turned out the same. Young love is common as dirt, but old friends … now those are rare and precious.”
“But her boyfriend didn’t kill your friend’s family! He’s not even Japanese, he’s American—”
Dr. Fang cackles at that. “You children always want to be Asian when it suits you and American when it doesn’t.”
“If your friend really loved his granddaughter, wouldn’t he have wanted her to be happy?”
“I could ask his granddaughter the same question, couldn’t I? If she really loved her grandfather, she wouldn’t want him to be so unhappy. And in the end, that’s exactly what she realized.”
“But—but that’s different. It’s her life.”
“Yes, it is different,” Dr. Fang counters. “She had her whole life to get over it and find someone else, and that’s exactly what she did. For an old man like Wei Bu in his twilight years it would be very difficult. He always had a strong will, ever since he was a boy willing to endure the bitter cold until a bitter girl forgave him. He would go to his grave unhappy about it. I couldn’t allow it. Wei Bu was a good man, and I don’t use those two words lightly.”
“But that wasn’t your decision to make,” I protest.
“No, it was theirs. The Spindle of Fate, for all its extraordinary power, cannot interfere with human beings’ free will. If they had been red thread lovers, if nothing in the world could have made those two break up, even your ma would have been powerless to drive them apart. All she could do was create the conditions that would make them, being the people that they are, decide to end the relationship. If she was not such a loving granddaughter, or if he was not so proud, they would still be together.”
“That’s not an excuse!”
Dr. Fang shrugs. “What I wanted to tell you is this. I respected your ma, and I have ever since the day I came to collect my debt. Do you know why? Dawn begged me not to make her do this, she tried to tell me it was wrong, just like you are doing now. But not once did she try to weasel her way out of the debt she owed by protesting she was only a child when she made her promise. She didn’t like it, but she accepted that she had made a bargain. That’s responsibility.”
“Thanks, Uncle Ben.”
As horrified as I am, Dr. Fang is still smiling, her voice still cheerful. “You said you wanted to collect the favor I owed your family, if it was still open. As you understand now, I never owed her one. But if you need my help, I would be happy to make the same bargain with you that I did for your mother, for the same price. A thread of fate.”
She holds out a hand. Instead of jade, like most Chinese aunties wear, Metal Elder’s wrist is encircled by an intricately carved bangle of a deep reddish-brown color.
As desperate as I am to make sure my mom’s death doesn’t go unpunished, it takes me a moment to answer. What if someday she asks me to do something worse than break up a relationship she didn’t approve of? Can I make this deal when I don’t even know what price I’m going to be asked to pay—and who it could hurt?
I think about how Mom always insisted on reading contracts in full before signing anything, including terms and conditions to download apps or use public Wi-Fi. I used to find it over-the-top and annoying, but now I’m starting to understand why she insisted on always knowing exactly what she was signing up for.
I think about all this, but only for a moment.
“Okay,” I say. “I’ll do it.”

I explain everything to Dr. Fang. I had been hoping to just tell her what a terrible boyfriend The Gambler is and that’s why I need to get rid of him for my aunt’s own good, but after what she did to my grandparents, I’m pretty sure I don’t have to worry about her snitching to the other Elders.
Metal Elder listens without saying a word. But when I finish, she says calmly, as if she’s offering me a fried rice recipe, “I could give him an elixir that would send his soul straight to Dìyù.”
My heart begins pounding wildly. I imagine The Gambler drowning in blood. The Gambler climbing up a mountain of swords.
“That would be perfect,” I say breathlessly.
But then Dr. Fang dramatically slaps her forehead. “Āiyā, but there’s a catch. It would need a special ingredient: yāoguài qì.”
I have a vague idea that qì is something like life essence from Avatar: The Last Airbender and The Legend of Korra. But a yāoguài is a demon.
“Where am I supposed to get that?”
Dr. Fang takes out a little coin purse from her handbag, unzips it, and pulls out a needle. “Stick this in at its pressure point. Just a prick should do it, but you’ll need to hold it in place for a few seconds to harvest their qì, so it’s best if the demon has been stunned or otherwise immobilized first. That’s stunned or immobilized, not killed. Qì is the vitality of living beings, so you can’t collect qì from a dead demon.”
I take the needle from her hand, feeling it over. It’s small, only a little longer than my mom’s sewing needles, but instead of an eye for stringing thread, there’s a copper stopper on the blunt end. Before I can ask Dr. Fang where I’m supposed to find, let alone “immobilize,” a demon, her phone vibrates.
“Ah! Wood Elder is here.” That’s the head of the Artists—and the last member of the Council, meaning the meeting is finally going to start.
Dr. Fang gathers up her purse. “I’m not as young as I look. You’ll have to harvest the qì yourself. But bring me a needle of demon qì, and I’ll give you what you ask for. In exchange, one thread of fate, which I may ask for at any time.”
That part of the bargain still makes me uneasy, but I nod. It’ll have to be worth it.
“One more thing,” says Dr. Fang, who is taking her sweet time getting to the meeting. “This is between us girls, yes? The other Elders don’t need to know.”
I look at her warily. Even though this is my best chance, I have to ask. “Um. Is there something you’re not telling me?” Is she already planning to ask me to help her do something even worse than break up an engagement?
“Oh no,” Dr. Fang says cheerfully. “I just don’t need the Elders to know I made a deal against a previous Earth Elder without their knowledge.” When I don’t seem convinced, she scoffs. “Look, if I wanted to trick a little girl into a horrible bargain, do you think I would have told you these things about your ma? I know what the other Guilds say about me, but I have my principles. I won’t make this trade with you without giving you open eyes. If your conscience is troubling you, you can still back out. I haven’t made the elixir yet.”
A lot of things are troubling me. I have a queasy feeling that this kind of trade could come back to haunt me horribly. But then I think about my mom’s death, and the upcoming wedding hanging over us like a dangling sword, and those worries seem to vanish.
Whatever price I’ll have to pay to avenge my mom, I’ll pay it when the time comes.







FIVE
THE CHINESE WORD FOR “CRISIS” CONTAINS THE WORD FOR “OPPORTUNITY”*
One of the things about growing up with a seamstress for a mom is you learn to notice people’s clothes. The last time I saw the Elders, they were dressed more formally and respectfully for my mom’s memorial service, but now they’re all wearing whatever they want, and I get more of a feel for their individual personalities. Other than Dr. Fang, the rest of the Elders are all men. I had definitely stereotyped Dr. Peter Hsu, the head of the Scholars, as a nerdy professor type, but his aviator-style glasses probably should have tipped me off that he would be a surprisingly snazzy dresser. Cyrus Lie, the tiny head of the Warriors, is in a gray shirt and brown pants that are boring but well-made. And the last Elder to arrive, Song Bo of the Artists, is wearing multiple layers of loose-fitting shirts and cardigans in basically every color imaginable, along with his trademark knit beanie and dark glasses. He’s lost his eyesight in his old age, but he can still paint amazingly well.
“Good to see you again, Evie,” Dr. Hsu says. The other Elders nod at me warmly as I take my mom’s seat. Even though I still feel out of place in the Guilds, they’ve all been very nice to me, especially after I returned from Dìyù hours after my mom’s body was found.
In front of each of our seats is a sheet of paper with an agenda for the day. I can tell which is mine right away because it’s the only one printed completely in English. “No need to be nervous. When it comes to the Weavers, just read off the minutes,” Water Elder says.
“It’s okay if you don’t feel ready. Your auntie said she could do it,” Dr. Fang adds.
“It’s fine,” I mumble, without glancing at the paper.
The meeting opens with kids from each of the Guilds giving little presentations about the skills they’ve cultivated over the summer. There aren’t a lot of other kids in the Guilds—according to my mom, there’s roughly a hundred families, but no more than two hundred people today, and at least half of them are elderly. But those few other kids … gah.
A ten-year-old boy from the Warriors flexes and rips his shirt clean in two. Wood Elder’s tiny great-grandson creates a landscape painting of Legoland. He hasn’t mastered landscape travel yet, so you can’t teleport into the painting by concentrating hard enough (which is how Kevin and I got into Dìyù with a painting his great-grandfather made), but the painting is still unreal good for a six-year-old. It would be impressive if I made that. I never got to see how Wood Elder created his painting, but the little boy just sits there quietly for seven minutes, then picks up his brush and creates the very detailed landscape in what seems like a single continuous stroke.
At this point I’m sweating a little bit, but Fire Elder, sitting on my right, quietly assures me that I wasn’t expected to prepare anything since I’ve only been a Weaver for two weeks. I suspect the real reason is because my mom is dead, but I thank him and go back to listening to the other Guilds kids and how awesome they are. This one kid in a Sailor Mercury T-shirt gives an absolutely unhinged speech about their progress developing vegan versions of traditional Alchemist poisons. When Kevin claps at the end of their presentation and they give him little heart fingers, I realize with horror that the kid is Leslie Leung, the Alchemist Kevin likes. That’s probably why he “dressed up” for the day.
Good Posture—Mary Hsu—represents the Scholars, talking about how she spent her summer cataloging magical artifacts at her dad’s museum, the Secret Museum of Secret Societies. So I guess she is Water Elder’s daughter. After that, twin Weaver girls show off a pair of embroidered cloth slippers that will never wear out no matter how much you walk in them, and then the rest of the meeting starts. It’s only after all the other Elders have read their minutes that I realize it’s my turn. I clear my throat and look down at the paper.
“As you know, the Weavers haven’t had a meeting since my mom passed.”
I hate when people say my mom passed. She wasn’t a fart.
All eyes in the room are on me, but I quickly turn my eyes back down, trying to continue reading off the paper like I’m giving a really low-effort presentation in school. But to my horror the words, which were helpfully highlighted in yellow so I can’t possibly mess this up, have become blurry. It’s dawning on me that I’m in my mom’s seat, doing what my mom is supposed to be doing. I try to keep reading, but I can’t. At first, I think it’s because I’ve gotten so little sleep over the past couple weeks that my brain has been functioning on low-power mode, but then I realize it’s because I can’t see the letters through the tears that I’ve burst into.
“I’m f-fine,” I mumble as Dr. Fang pats my shoulder. I didn’t shed a tear at the funeral; my sister accused me of not caring because of it. Why am I blubbering uncontrollably now, here of all places? What a way to start off my tenure as Earth Elder. It’s almost a relief when two demons burst into the room and announce that a prisoner has escaped Hell.

Because I’m in the middle of having a humiliating public breakdown, I’m a little behind in clocking the demon infiltration. A gasp goes over the room, and someone cries, “Hēibái Wúcháng!”
I spot the demon that’s about seven feet tall first. His mouth hangs open with his tongue flapping out the side, like a dog sticking its head out the car window. His grotesque ghost-white face is covered with a patchwork of faded burn scars. I have to stand up before I can see his partner: Where Mr. Bái is built like an uncooked noodle, Mr. Hēi is more like a wombat, short, squat, and square. Both of these guys are dressed in shiny boiler suits in the colors that correspond to their names: Bái being Chinese for “white,” Hēi being “black.”
“Oh shoot, it’s those guys!” says Kevin. He cringes when the white-faced demon’s head slowly turns our way, though Mr. Bái is deaf, so he couldn’t have heard him. But considering he got those scars when Kevin threw a mug full of molten iron into his face, I get why Kevin’s nervous.
The rest of the Guilds look nervous about the meeting crashers, too. None of them would join me in Dìyù, but you don’t need to have seen these guys before to tell that they’re demonic. Several people are shaking, and a few of the older ones look like they might pass out.
My heart starts pounding faster, but not because I’m afraid. Two demons have just manifested in the room—which is terrifying, but also exactly what I need right now. But when I reach into my pocket, Dr. Fang slaps my hand away.
“For Heaven’s sake, don’t prick them! Yama gave them jobs in Dìyù after they died—no qì,” she hisses, her eyes darting back to the “demons.”
“Hello, breathers!” Mr. Hēi smiles, which I think is meant to put the tension in the room at ease, but looks more like the kind of smile you might see right before you die. Mr. Bái, as usual, doesn’t say anything. “Don’t worry, olds, we’re not here to take you to Dìyù. Not yet, anyway.”
The Elders exchange nervous glances. Even the normally cool and collected Fire Elder looks uneasy. Only Wood Elder remains unbothered, probably because he can’t see the visitors, but no one bothers to enlighten him. He’s so old, maybe they’re worried the shock might give him a heart attack.
“We’ve come on behalf of Yama, director of the Department of Infernal Affairs.” Despite his suddenly serious tone, Hēi can’t help rolling his eyes at Yama’s new title (he used to be king of Dìyù), like a boomer complaining because something that used to have a racist name no longer has a racist name. “A prisoner has escaped Dìyù. And it’s you warmbloods’ fault!”
Several pairs of eyes turn my way. “Well, don’t look at me!” I protest. To my embarrassment, my voice is still hoarse from blubbering. “I couldn’t bring Mom home. And these guys know it! They saw her escorted back—”
“I’m not talking about Dawn Liu Huang.” Mr. Hēi cuts me off. “I’m talking about Larry Chen.”
“Who?”
Mr. Bái holds up a comically large photo of an Asian man, about forty years old, with long hair and a scruffy goatee. His face doesn’t look familiar either, until Mr. Hēi explains, “He broke out with the Staff of Mùlián, which someone somehow lost while they were running around wreaking havoc in the netherworld.”
“Oh! You mean Lumpy-Face!” I blurt out, as it all clicks into place. Lumpy—uh, Larry—was a dead guy who caught me and was going to turn me in in exchange for his sentence in Dìyù being reduced. But when I let slip that the Staff of Mùlián has the power to smash through the gates of Dìyù, he suddenly ran off with it instead. That was low-key kind of stupid of him, considering he already had captured me and could have just turned me in to get out of Dìyù sooner. Why risk getting caught and probably getting an even heavier sentence for trying to escape? But maybe he couldn’t stand to be in Dìyù a minute longer. When we crossed paths in the netherworld, his face was so swollen up from infernal tortures that he was completely unrecognizable from his photograph.
Mr. Hēi glares at me. “Yes, him. Because he has Mùlián’s Staff, Dìyù personnel are powerless to retrieve him ourselves, and we can’t call supernatural backup from Heaven, either. It’s been an absolute nightmare for paperwork.”
Dr. Hsu speaks up then. “If I may, uh, gentlemen—chase down ‘ourselves’?”
Hēi’s eyes flash. “Since we can’t apprehend the fugitive while he has the Staff, that leaves us with no other choice but to turn to you humans. And you better catch him, because if you don’t, we’ll take one of you breathers back to Dìyù instead.”

Needless to say, the announcement/threat from the infernal bureaucrats derails the meeting agenda.
“For what it’s worth, I don’t think they’re really going to take anyone to Dìyù.” Kevin tries to reassure the Guilds, struggling to make his voice heard over the explosion of shouting voices after Hēi and Bái leave the room. They didn’t leave the house—they just went to the dining room to help themselves to our post-meeting food. They didn’t ask, but no one tells them no. “When we were down there, Yama threatened to have my dad thrown into all the Courts of Dìyù, but Hēi told us later that he was just bluffing so I’d turn myself in. He said Yama’s really a big softy!”
But nobody listens to Kevin. Hēi and Bái did leave behind Lumpy/Larry’s photo, along with a manila folder containing his prisoner file. It’s written in Chinese, so I can’t read it, but the Guilds spend the rest of the meeting going over it. His full name is Larry Lanshan Chen. He was born in China but immigrated to Atlanta with his family when he was two years old. Never married—he did have a daughter, but he went off to join the military when she was a baby and then just never came back. Yikes. After he got kicked out of the military for desertion—which seems to be something of a pattern for him—he used his savings to buy a van and spent the last year of his life traveling around the country. He died three years ago in an unfortunate accident, after he slipped in a motel bathroom and hit his head on the tub.
My stomach knots up as Dr. Hsu reads his file aloud in English, Mandarin, and Cantonese. I had known Larry must have done some pretty bad things in his life, but he hadn’t seemed so bad to me. At first, I’m relieved he didn’t do anything that serious, and mostly just seemed to live a mundane life of ordinary low-grade crappiness. He was just a bad son, a bad friend, a bad boyfriend, and didn’t stick around long enough to be a bad dad, until he died a sad, lonely death. But then that makes me differently sad.
The Guilds draw very different conclusions from his life story. “The Staff of Mùlián is harmless to us, so he shouldn’t be much more dangerous than an ordinary human man,” Dr. Hsu remarks.
“It may not be so easy to find him, though,” Dr. Fang points out. “No family, barely any friends he hadn’t driven away, and he was living like a nomad. Who knows where such a man may go after fleeing Dìyù?”
Mary Hsu raises her hand. “Couldn’t you use a Weaver spool to track him?”
Try-hard. “Yeah, it doesn’t work like that,” I answer, since I’m representing the Weavers now, and I actually do know the answer to this question. “Weaver spools just roll in the direction of whatever you want to find. If he’s moving around or on the other side of the country, it’d take us forever to find him.”
Mary looks put out that her idea won’t work, but none of the Elders really even talk to me, which is a relief. Even though Larry had planned to turn me in, then left me stranded in Dìyù by taking the Staff, he had been kind to me when I was grieving. The truth is, I’m not sure I even want him to be found. I wish he could just roam free, like a stray cat, instead of having to be thrown back in Dìyù to be tortured all over again. And I’m afraid that’s exactly what’s going to happen to him. Yama might be a softy who doesn’t actually like his job, but the supernatural realm will want to make an example of Larry Chen so no one else ever tries to escape Dìyù.
But then after the meeting is adjourned (everyone seems to silently agree to forget about dinner and leave the food to our visitors) Mary Hsu approaches me.
“Hi, Evie,” she says. “Can I talk to you for a second?”
Kevin is talking to Leslie, and Auntie Kathie is with Dr. Fang, so I’m alone and defenseless. From what I can overhear, my aunt seems to be asking for medical advice with her pregnancy, which gives me queasy flashbacks to the conversation I had with Metal Elder before demons crashed the meeting.
Mary pulls out a notebook from inside her oversized jacket. It has a dark blue cover that matches her suit, with gold embossed hedgehogs on the front and a ribbon. She opens it up and shoves the book in front of my face, and I’ll be honest, I have no idea what I’m supposed to be looking at. To start with, her handwriting is surprisingly bad for a kid with so much try-hard energy, and it’s hard to read her notes. But even if I could, I’m not sure they would make any sense to me. As far as I can tell, they seem to be a jumble of random dates and times. But even though she writes like a boy, she’s pretty good at drawing. Taking up the left page is a charcoal sketch of a contraption shaped like an egg, drawn with careful attention to detail and fancy shading. All around the sides are eight dragon heads with balls in their mouths, while eight frogs surround the egg on an octagonal base.
“This is a magic detector in Dad’s museum. We use it to locate magical artifacts, but over the past two weeks it’s been going haywire. It started the night after you came back from Dìyù. The weird yellow fog was first reported the day after that. I’m not sure how, but I think it might be linked to the fugitive’s breakout. I want to talk to him to get more information.”
Her stilted way of talking has gotten a little more animated, which rubs me the wrong way. She doesn’t see Larry as someone fleeing torture, as someone who was a human being in spite of his (apparently, many) flaws. He’s just an exciting research project to her.
“Why do you want my help? Like you said, it’s my fault he escaped.” A little bit of hostility comes out despite my efforts to stay polite, mostly since Mary is Water Elder’s daughter. Being the new head of the Weavers might feel like putting on one of my mom’s dresses that doesn’t fit me at all, but I owe it to my mom to not insult my fellow Elders. “I barely know how to do any Weaver stuff. I’m basically useless.”
“Yeah”—well, thanks, you little snot—“but you’ve been to Dìyù. Most of the Guilds spend years mastering their skills, but they rarely have to use them in an emergency like this. Even the Warriors mostly train for competition, not real fighting.”
Huh. I hadn’t been expecting that. As polite as Mary is, I had assumed she secretly looked down on me for being a clueless rando who hasn’t learned any magic. It hadn’t occurred to me that she might see it the other way—that I have more experience than her.
“Sorry, I can’t. I’ve been really busy now that I have to help my dad with the shop.”
“Please? The magic detector only shows me what cardinal direction I can find some magical activity. If I had that combined with a Weaver spool, it’d be a lot easier to track any demons.”
Ah. I knew she wasn’t just asking me because she really thinks I’m that cool. Of course she just needs a Weaver spool from me. I’m wondering if I should play the dead mom card a little harder, but then I realize what Mary just said. “Wait. Did you just say demons?”
Mary nods. “You know all those reports of people seeing weird monsters and stuff because of the yellow fog, but scientists tested it and it doesn’t seem to have a hallucinogenic effect? I don’t think they’re hallucinations—I think they’re really seeing demons. If I can get information from the fugitive, maybe I can figure out where they’re coming from.”
My heart starts pounding in triple time. This is perfect. I just need to—well, catch a demon. And help catch someone who was kind to me, handing him over to a horrible fate. And put myself in debt for a favor that could ruin somebody else’s life down the road.
Okay, it’s not perfect. But if it’ll get The Gambler out of my aunt’s life and in Dìyù, it’s more than good enough for me.
“Okay. I’m in.”
“In what?” Kevin asks, coming over just then.
Carefully, I say, “Mary asked if we could help her get Larry. I mean, the fugitive.”
“Oh shoot!” says Kevin. “Heck yeah! I’m in, too!” He holds up a fist, which Mary does not bump.
“He went to Dìyù, too,” I cut in, a little more hotly than necessary. I know the Warriors used to see Kevin as kind of a joke. He seems to be getting a little more respect after he came back from the netherworld, but clearly not enough if Mary’s hesitation is any indication.
“Also, I know I’m not going to get killed because my red thread of fate is tied to some guy I haven’t met yet,” Kevin says. “Which means I have plot armor!”
Mary still doesn’t seem convinced, but looking between us, she must decide we’re kind of a package deal. That or it’ll come in handy to have someone she can hide behind and not feel bad about because they probably won’t get killed. “Okay. You’re in, too.”
“Sweet!” says Kevin. Mary still looks skeptical, but holds out her hand. Before we can shake on it, though, Auntie Kathie comes over with a plate stacked full of Cuban pastries. I guess my very hungry auntie just said “screw it” and decided to join the demons at the snack table. She must have had to sneak off to do it, too—some of my aunties didn’t even want her to attend my mom’s funeral because they thought it would be bad luck for her pregnancy. If they saw her getting food that the Dìyù workers might have breathed on, they’d probably have heart attacks.
“Evie, I know you’re the head of the Weavers now. But I’m still your auntie, and you are not volunteering to take care of this.” Her tone is lighthearted as usual, but there’s a dark look in her eyes that takes me aback. I know my aunt can be impulsive, but it was hard to imagine her killing anyone, even The Gambler. Looking at her now, I can imagine it, and it’s kind of terrifying.
I shoot Kevin a look, then lie to my family again. “Why would I do that?”







SIX
MARY, MARY, QUITE CONTRARY
Mary asked to meet up with me after school, saying she could pick me up. I told my dad I have a group project meeting after school, so I won’t be able to help him with the tailor shop today.
I forgot to tell Thida, though.
“Hey, so did you remember—” Thida begins, as we sit down in homeroom.
“Oh no, I forgot to ask my dad again,” I mumble, just like I have every single day since the stupid field trip was announced.
Thida is silent for a moment. “Actually, I was going to ask you if you remembered about the music video. I noticed you didn’t have your skateboard with you this morning.”
Oh. Crap. I totally forgot that I was supposed to go to Thida’s house after school to shoot a music video for her band, Queen Pancreas. She started it over the summer with her big sister, Mya; Mya’s girlfriend, Noemi; and this girl named Emma Sill who used to be homeschooled and seems kind of prissy to be in a punk band, but Thida said they let her in because she can play the saxophone. I didn’t think that was a punk instrument, but I guess I was wrong. Thida is the drummer.
“Oh no, I’m so sorry,” I say, meaning it this time. “I have a Guilds thing today.”
I wait for Thida to call me out, like she usually does when I deserve it, but she doesn’t. She just bites her lip and says, “Okay. Don’t worry about it.”
Thida has been acting different since I came back from Dìyù. Usually, she has no problem calling you out when you messed up. And she isn’t the kind of person who sulks and says it’s okay when she really hates your guts. I should be relieved she’s not more upset, but it kind of weirds me out because she didn’t even do this after my mom was first declared dead.
“Tell everyone I’m sorry for flaking.”
“They’ll understand.” At first I wonder what she means by that, since Thida’s bandmates don’t know about the Guilds, but then I realize she means they’ll understand because my mom is dead. My biology teacher told me I could retake last week’s quiz, which I’m pretty sure he didn’t offer Keiran Goldfarb, who also failed.
So when school is out, Thida heads home while I wait for Mary’s big brother to come pick me up. He’s seventeen and dressed all in black with old-fashioned glasses, and his name is Alpha. I have to stop myself from saying I’m sorry they did you dirty like that instead of “Thanks for the ride.”
Mary scoffs from shotgun. “No need to thank him. I promised him I’d do his homework in exchange for him driving me wherever I want.”
“I know what that sounds like, but I’m not dumber than my twelve-year-old sister,” Alpha cuts in, because that is definitely what it sounds like for this deal to make any sense. “I’m just lazy, and Mary makes fewer mistakes than ChatGPT.”
“Alpha is dumb, but he’s also smart,” Mary agrees.
“Aww, thanks, sis. But I don’t have to do my homework and all I have to do in exchange is drive you around the two days a month you leave the house.So who’s the dumb one here?” I gotta admit, he has a point there.
Despite driving a convertible and playing kind of scary music, Alpha seems like a chill guy. “So how are you liking being in the Weavers?” he asks.
It still freaks me out how all these strangers already know I’m a Weaver without asking. It feels a little bit like my mom’s death in that way: I’m glad I don’t have to awkwardly explain it, but it also unsettles me whenever I meet someone who already knows all about it.
“I’m still getting used to it,” I admit. “So you guys are Scholars, right? What do you, uh, study?” A lot of Guilds members specialize in mastering one particular magical skill or art form, but I’m not sure how that would apply to the Scholars.
“Well, like I said at the meeting, I’m interning at our dad’s museum, so I help him track down magic objects. But I can also access my past lives,” says Mary.
“Whoa, really? Does that mean you can use their abilities, like Michelle Yeoh in Everything Everywhere All at Once with her multiverse selves?”
“It doesn’t work like that. I can access their memories, though, so I can reference anything that they know.”
I would be more jealous if she could do what Michelle Yeoh in EEAAO does, but that’s still pretty cool. In the Tenth and final Court of Dìyù, the dead’s memories of their previous lives are supposed to be wiped by Tea of Forgetfulness, so Mary must know some pretty powerful magic to get around that somehow. “Were you anyone I would know?”
“Probably not. Mostly farmers, servants, people like that. A lot of babies who didn’t make it to their first birthday. Everybody likes to think they were Joan of Arc or Wu Zetian or something in a past life, but if you look at history the vast majority of people’s lives were ordinary and hard. Ordinary isn’t boring, though. One time I was a farmer who died in the 1815 eruption of Mount Tambora. That’s the biggest volcanic eruption ever recorded—even though Tambora is in Indonesia, all the ash it launched into the air caused famines all the way over in Europe and North America.”
Well, that was a much more depressing answer than I expected. “What about you?” I ask Alpha.
“Oh, I’m not a Scholar,” Alpha says. “I was, but I didn’t pass the exam. That’s didn’t, not couldn’t, for the record.”
“Scholars have to take a test?”
Alpha laughs at the horror in my voice. “See? This one gets it.”
Mary doesn’t call her brother out on his claim that he flunked on purpose. The ride becomes uncomfortably silent, or at least, silent except for Alpha’s music, which is just a guy with a deep voice screaming, “Release the baaaaaaats!” I get the feeling that this is a touchy subject. Alpha doesn’t seem salty about it, though, and I suspect he isn’t just saying that because he couldn’t cut it. He really just wasn’t interested in being a Scholar.
And I know he isn’t the only Guilds kid like that. The last name in Mom’s Book of Threads was a high school student named Penelope Wu. When she was my age, she asked my mom for a thread of fate to save the life of her little brother, Webster, after he was hit by a car and ended up in a coma. When I called Penelope, she told me that she knew about the Spindle because her grandpa was a Weaver and had tried to teach his son, but Mr. Wu lost contact with the Guilds after college and didn’t teach his own kids.
It’s uncomfortable to think about, but if Mom hadn’t died, I probably would be like that, too. Mom had known I would be like Penelope’s dad and Alpha because I had never been interested in regular, non-magical sewing or tailoring, not like Mona Li. But now I have the Spindle of Fate and I’m the leader of the Weavers. Funny how fate works sometimes.
Mary and Alpha live on a wide street lined with palm trees and new cars. The Hsu house is two stories with a huge driveway guarded by a fancy iron gate and two stone lions on either side of the door, while the inside is full of marble and artwork. Hanging on the wall is a painting that just shows a brush, ink, paper, and an ink stone, and on a side table is a big, unusually shaped rock with a lot of natural curves that resembles a miniature mountain. But there’s also a shelf full of board games and a lot of family photos, too. Many of them seem to have been taken in other countries. In one, Mary is standing in front of what I think is the Forbidden City in Beijing and doesn’t look more than six years old, while in a more recent photo she cradles a grumpy-looking koala. I’ve never been anywhere farther than Las Vegas. There are also pictures of Mary and Alpha as kids, photos of a woman playing the piano in various evening gowns, and a framed family portrait hanging next to the TV, depicting Mr. and Mrs. Hsu, Mary, and Alpha.
When we step farther inside the house, piano music is playing down the hall. “That’s our mom,” Mary explains, lowering her voice. Alpha, relieved of his chauffeuring duties, peaces out to his own room. “She’s a concert pianist and she’s going on tour soon, so we’re not supposed to disturb her when…”
Mary’s voice trails off. I wait for her to finish, then realize why she stopped talking.
“Um, you know you can talk about your mom, right?” I say. “Like, I know other people have them.”
“Right. I’m sorry,” Mary stammers, which just makes things even more awkward, especially since she’s usually so composed.
I follow Mary to her bedroom, and she shuts the door. Her room is bigger than the one I share with Mona Li, with bookshelves and vinyl albums wall-to-wall. Mary has all kinds of books: YA, fantasy and sci-fi, manga, enormous textbooks that look like they could kill home invaders if you threw one at them, even books in Chinese. She has an entire shelf of Nancy Drew books, and I have to wonder if that’s where her interest in playing detective started. But then I feel a jolt when I see a bright red one with chopsticks and noodles on the cover, titled Crying in H Mart. That was Mom’s favorite book.
Ten minutes later, Kevin’s mom drops him off from Los Angeles. Technically I’ve seen her before in the Dead Reckoning franchise, but that was twenty years ago and they were shooting around her face, so that doesn’t really count. She has doe eyes and amazing arms with defined muscles, which I notice because she’s wearing a very tight sleeveless white dress. Combined with her chic black sunglasses, it makes her look like if Laufey were a contract killer. But maybe that’s just how moms dress when they pick their kids up from school in LA.
“Is it cringe to say I want your autograph?” I ask. “Because seriously, you were amazing in Dead Reckoning 3.”
Kevin’s mom smiles tightly. “Not at all. That’s very nice. Stunt actors don’t get too much recognition.”
“Well, you should.” I dive into my backpack for something she can sign, but when I turn around with the field trip form I shoved in weeks ago and never looked at again, she’s already walking back to her sleek silver classic car, which looks like a shark on wheels.
I had figured Kevin’s mom would be kind of intense, what with the years-long quest for revenge, but I’m stunned by how … not like Kevin she is.
Kevin stands there waving and calling, “Bye, Mom!” as she drives off. When he turns back to us, his eyes light up as he sees a three-volume set of graphic novels with a hot manga man with long flowing hair and a broody expression on the covers. “Oh, shoot! You read Chaos Chronicles? I love that webcomic!”
“Oh, um, yeah.” I don’t know why Mary sounds so embarrassed, since Kevin just said he’s also a fan. But then I open the first volume and immediately feel my face grow hot.
“Evie, have you read it?” Kevin asks. “It’s a Canadian webcomic. It’s still ongoing, but they’ve been publishing them in book form.” He starts telling me the story in way too much detail, but all I can follow is that there seems to be a chaos god named Hùndùn who has a lot of complicated romantic drama and is also the hottest guy ever.
“Ahem.” Mary opens her drawer and takes out her notebook with hedgehogs on the cover. “So, Evie—and Kevin—I wanted to start by getting some information on the fugitive. Could you tell me about when you encountered him in Dìyù? Tell me everything you remember.”
“Oh.” Kevin scrunches up his eyebrows. “Uh, I don’t think I actually met him?”
“You didn’t. That was in the Ninth Court.” Kevin and I briefly parted ways in Dìyù after he turned himself in. That’s why he wasn’t with me when I found Mom.
Mary writes in her notebook, murmuring, “Kevin knows nothing. Evie?”
I shrug. “I don’t have a lot to say, either, honestly.” I explain about how when the netherworld demons couldn’t throw us out because of the Staff of Mùlián, Yama sicced the imprisoned souls on us by declaring us get-out-of-Hell free cards. “Larry ambushed me in the Ninth Court and got the Staff away from me. But when I said that the Staff of Mùlián could knock down the walls of Dìyù, he changed his mind and just ran off with the Staff instead.”
Mary had been taking notes as I recalled the encounter but abruptly stops writing. “Why did you tell him that?”
“Well, I didn’t think he would run off with it,” I say, sounding more defensive than I would like. “Why would he? He was literally on his way to turning me in so he could get time off his sentence.”
“Maybe he’s dumb,” Kevin suggests.
“Or maybe,” Mary says, “he had unfinished business on Earth.”
The moment she says it, I want to slap my forehead. I’d never thought of that, but now it seems obvious. “Like what?”
“I don’t know. I have a guess, but without knowing much about him, that’s all it is, a guess.” Instead of sharing her guess with us, Mary says, “Which is where you come in. I understand why you didn’t think he would take the Staff and escape, but you didn’t answer my question, which is why did you tell him at all?”
My face suddenly becomes hot. I feel like I’ve been caught red-handed, but I’m not sure with what. “Well, he said something like, ‘So this is the big weapon all the demons are so afraid of?’ And I had my guard down, and I was like, ‘Yeah, it can smash the walls of Dìyù and the demons, but it doesn’t work on you guys, which is why Yama sicced you on us.’”
“Why was your guard down?” Mary presses. “You said you didn’t interact with him for very long, right? What else did he say to you before that?” She adds, “I’m not judging you, I just want to understand a little more about this person.”
I swallow. “We talked a little bit, but he didn’t tell me much. He told me when he caught me that he’s not evil and he didn’t want to hurt me, but he’s not good, either, so he was willing to if I tried to stop him from getting out of Dìyù.”
“What else?”
What else, not anything else. Nothing gets past this kid. I don’t really want to talk about this, and especially not to Mary.
“He asked me about Mom, since I’d gone all the way into Dìyù to find her.”
“You told him that’s why you were there?”
“No. He heard it from Yama.” My throat becomes tight, and breathing becomes harder. “He—he told me it was okay that I didn’t always like my mom when she was alive and that doesn’t mean I’m a fake for being sad now that she’s dead. He said I loved her even if I was angry at her sometimes. He said that’s the only way you can really love anyone.”
Mary stops writing again. Kevin is silent, too—this is the first he’s heard of this conversation. For a moment, I wonder if they’re afraid I’m going to start sobbing like at the meeting.
Finally, Mary breaks the silence. “Do you guys want to get boba?”

At first, I’m annoyed that this was all—it seems this meeting could have happened over text, and I wouldn’t have had to flake on Thida. But I haven’t gotten a chance to hang out with Kevin for a while, so I say yes.
The three of us walk together to a shop in downtown Avalon with an enormous menu of different flavors. I get taro milk tea and Kevin gets lychee oolong. Mary gets lavender milk tea with no boba, and it occurs to me that my mom also ordered milk tea without boba, just like it’s occurred to me every single time I’ve gotten boba since she died.
“After the meeting, I did some more research on the fugitive,” Mary says when we sit down with our drinks. It bothers me that she keeps referring to him as the fugitive. It reminds me of how Mr. Hēi claimed all the trapped souls in Dìyù were dressed in uniforms because it made it easier for their demonic torturers not to see them as individuals. “Ghosts often are compelled home or to the places where they died. Technically he isn’t a ghost, but the motel where he died is in Southern California, only five minutes from Alcazar. I was thinking we could start there.”
“And what are we gonna do if we find him? Ask him to come nicely?” Even three on one, I doubt we can take Larry, who is a grown man with military training, in a fight. I love the guy, but Kevin can’t really fight, and Mary is tiny.
“I commissioned one of the Artists, Dorian Dai, to make a painted skin mask of his daughter’s face.”
“Painted skin?”
“Oh, don’t worry. Dorian assured me that all the skin she uses is ethically sourced.”
I have questions, but I’m not sure I want answers. “And, uh, what are you going to do with that?”
“One of us will be wearing the mask, which will make us look exactly like Chloe—that’s the daughter he abandoned. We can get him to come with us without a fight, and we’ll take him back to the Guilds and turn him in.”
I nearly choke on my boba. “That’s your plan?”
“I know it sounds risky, but I think it’ll work. I went through Chloe’s social media history and she didn’t post anything after her dad died, but she liked a lot of content about ‘grieving parents you barely knew’ and stuff. I don’t think he’s even seen her in person since she was little, so he won’t know how tall she is or her voice—”
“That’s not what I mean! You’re going to pretend to be his long-lost daughter to trick him into turning himself in to Dìyù? That’s disgusting.”
Mary blinks at my outburst. I get the sense that she really wasn’t expecting that I might react negatively to her plan. “Long-lost implies he lost her, didn’t he?” she says. “Not left her.”
Something in me recoils at that. I want to defend Larry, but I don’t know how, or even if it’s my place to try. He did abandon his daughter, and from the sound of it, he really hurt her. And I don’t know Chloe. Maybe she’ll think it’s what he deserves.
But this just feels … gross. I know one nice thing can’t cancel out a lifetime of bad behavior. Heck, he abandoned me, too. And yet, I can’t just tell myself Larry deserves it, either. It was just one nice thing, but he didn’t have to do it.
Mary lowers her voice, even though it’s not like the teenagers around us would have any idea what we’re even talking about. “My dad was the one who gave you guys the Staff of Mùlián, remember? I know you don’t take Dìyù’s threat seriously, but if we don’t catch the fugitive and Hēibái Wúcháng”—that’s the formal name for Hēi and Bái as a demonic duo—“do take someone to Dìyù, it probably won’t be you. You’re just a kid who had no idea what she was doing. But they might blame him for giving you the Staff in the first place, even though you’re the one who lost it.”







SEVEN
SOME BIRDS ARE MEANT TO BE CAGED
“You can check your messages,” Dad says when my phone vibrates for the third time. He’s sitting at Mom’s worktable fixing up an old coat, so I’ve been at the cash register at Reliable Quality Tailoring with my school textbooks open on the counter like I’m doing my homework.
It hasn’t been too busy, and I definitely haven’t been doing my homework. The reason I haven’t been looking at my phone is because Mary has been texting me every day since Monday. Not about her plan to catch Larry—no, Mary’s been texting me random things, like asking me how I’m doing. (“Great, I didn’t have a public breakdown today! Thanks for asking!”) It’s starting to get on my nerves because I haven’t even had the energy to respond to my actual friends.
Sighing, I look at my phone. But the messages aren’t from Mary—they’re from Kevin.
KEVIN
Hey, do you still feel weird about catching the guy?
EVIE



I guess someone has to go back to Diyu right?


KEVIN
You don’t have to be the one to catch him though
Like I get that feels gross since you’ve met him and he was nice to you
I heard the Warriors are hunting him down too. So it’s not like if we don’t catch him he won’t be caught
I figured with Mary’s plan, at least he’s not going to get beat up, but if you don’t wanna be part of it you can back out
When Hēi and Bái crashed the meeting, I had just been glad it didn’t have to be me catching him. But now I don’t have that luxury. If the Warriors catch him instead, I guess I can have that off my conscience. But then Mary might not be able to track down any demons, and I need one for Dr. Fang’s elixir.
EVIE



No I’m not going to back out


You’re right, at least this way he won’t get beat up


KEVIN
Well I’m in if you’re in :)
I’ve spent the past few days trying to tell myself that I shouldn’t feel so gross about helping catch Larry. After all, he was willing to turn me in, too. And then he left me in Dìyù after he stole the Staff. But all I can think of is how he was kind to me when I was grieving.
I remind myself that Larry Chen might not be an evil man, but he’s already a doomed one. He was doomed when I met him, and maybe that’s an excuse. But he’s still my responsibility.

Dorian Dai finishes the painted skin mask on Friday. So on Saturday morning, I ride my skateboard to the abandoned and possibly haunted motel where Larry died.
“Hey, Evie!” says Kevin. Mary hasn’t arrived yet. “Oh, dude, I love your outfit!”
“Oh, thanks.” Mary had told me to try and dress a little more “grown-up” since I’m the one who’s going to impersonate Chloe. I put on a dress Mom made for me, but as I was trying to button it, I realized it was too small. She made it for my measurements, but I haven’t worn anything she’s made for at least a year. So instead I grabbed something from my mom’s closet and did a quick tailoring job on the pant legs to make it fit. It’s a white jumpsuit embroidered with blue patterns, like Chinese porcelain vases. As I took it off the rack, I pressed my face to the fabric, hoping for a lingering scent of my mom’s familiar banana milk body lotion. It was everywhere in the days after my mom died, but now it’s fading.
I size up the Motel California. “So how are we doing this?” Mary texted us a few minutes ago to say she’s on the way. She did not tell us how we’re supposed to get inside. It’s abandoned, so it should be empty of other warmbloods, but when I try out the door, it’s locked.
“Okay, I think I got something.” Kevin unzips his backpack and pulls out a folded-up newspaper. “I could never get the hang of any traditional weapons, but I realized in Dìyù that I’m pretty good with improvised weapons. So I prepared this.”
“Is it an improvised weapon if you prepare it?”
Kevin considers this. “Oh. Well, anyway! This baby is called a Millwall brick. British football hooligans invented it so they could sneak it into stadiums and brawl during matches.”
I watch skeptically as Kevin holds the newspaper in his fist and ties it tight with some rubber bands. I remember seeing an action movie where a guy beat somebody up with a magazine, and that was cool. But I don’t think they call it a brick because it can break through glass like a real brick. Or can it?
Kevin swings his arm back, then flings the newspaper brick at the window. The “brick” bounces off with barely a dent in the glass.
“What are you doing?” Mary snaps at him, stepping out of her brother’s car that just pulled up. “I was going to pick the lock.”
“Were you a burglar in a past life?” I ask as Mary marches past Kevin and to the front door. She’s wearing the same navy blazer, polo, and pants combo that she had on Monday, which I had thought was the uniform for her fancy private school, but it’s the weekend, so I guess she just chooses this. She’s also wearing sunglasses, aviator-style like her dad’s choice of eyewear, which annoys me because it looks really cool. There’s a kid at school named Todd Nicholson who always wears really expensive shades and trench coats and leather jackets, but he just looks like a try-hard. Mary should look like that, but she doesn’t, even though she totally is one. It irritates me because in addition to being rich and smart, Mary is also pretty—like, annoyingly pretty. You sometimes hear about K-pop stars who were scouted in middle school because they were so good-looking even as kids. Mary is that level of pretty.
“Locksmith. And here, catch.” Mary tosses me the painted skin mask from over her shoulder. I think she was trying to look cool, but her aim sucks, and I have to retrieve the mask from the street. She definitely wasn’t a basketball player in a previous life. “And wow, I love your jumpsuit!”
The mask feels distressingly skin-like and covers the whole face, even the eyes. When I turn it over, I see it’s transparent on the back where the eyes would go, so it’d be like looking out of a one-way mirror.
“Uh, is this really going to work?” The artistry is amazing: The painted features are so lifelike that it creeps me out. It feels like I’m holding someone’s actual face. But it’s still a mask. Won’t Larry notice if my mouth doesn’t move?
“It’ll work. Put it on.” I do, with a shudder—it’s cold on the inside—but I can see through it just fine. Mary says, “Turn around,” and when I do, she takes a picture with her phone. She sends it to me, and the picture makes me do a double take. It doesn’t look like I’m wearing a mask, even a very realistic one: It blends perfectly with the skin of my neck. I pull up my own camera, select video, and flip to selfie mode. When I move my mouth, the painted lips on the mask shift with it.
“This is so weird. It’s like one of those AI deepfakes but in real life.”
“Yeah, Dorian told me that she normally refuses to make masks that look like real people. Her great-grandfather had to flee China after he sold a mask to a demon who used it to pretend to be a hot lady.”
“I see how that would make people mad.” At first the mask is heavy on my face, but I soon get used to the weight, till it’s almost easy to forget that it’s there. But that freaks me out more, like I can’t tell the painted skin apart from my actual skin.
Mary had suggested we rock-paper-scissors over which one of us would pretend to be Chloe, but in the end, even though I still think this plan is revolting, I ended up volunteering. I feel gross about deceiving Larry with his daughter’s face, but somehow I’d feel grosser letting Mary do it. I guess the best way I can describe it is how in the Dead Reckoning movies, people always have to chainsaw their own loved ones after they’ve turned into zombies, instead of handing the chainsaw off to some rando and then closing their eyes. I had a connection with Larry, even if for only a moment. Mary doesn’t. She doesn’t care about him at all. That makes what I have to do crueler, but it also means I have to be the one to do it.
“Such a lovely place, huh?” Mary says as she picks the lock. She seems to wait for a moment as if expecting some kind of reaction, but when I just stare at her blankly, she explains, “Apparently they can’t tear this place down because some rock star died here in the eighties, so it’s considered a historic landmark.”
I was nervous about breaking into an obviously closed building in broad daylight, but Mary picks the lock open so quickly that there’s barely any time to seem suspicious. I slip the mask back on, and we step inside.
I didn’t realize this from the outside, but the Motel California appears to actually be California-themed. That seems like a questionable concept, like if Las Vegas had a Las Vegas–themed hotel, but on a much lower budget. The walls are painted with murals of palm trees and landmarks (like, actually famous ones) like the Golden Gate Bridge and the Hollywood Sign, and there’s a taxidermy grizzly bear in the corner. Adjacent to the lobby is the motel bar, which has beach-themed decor along with a pool table and a jukebox. I glance at the songbook as we pass it, and it seems like all the songs are California-themed, too. It figures no one’s cleaned this place in a while seeing as it’s out of business, but I suspect it wasn’t getting good Yelp ratings on hygiene while it was still open. It’s kind of amazing how despite being closed down for two years, it still reeks of cigarettes and unwashed sheets.
“Whoa, what happened to your eyes?” Kevin asks. Mary took off her sunglasses once we were inside, revealing her brown eyes have turned a foggy silver.
“What? Oh, that happens when I access my past lives,” Mary whispers. “And keep your voice down!”
“Who’s there?” a voice calls from down the hallway, and my heart stops. We’re not alone in here.
Mary shoots me a look. That’s my cue. I take a deep breath, then call out, “D-Dad?”
Silence. Then, suddenly, a man with a grotesquely swollen-up face comes barging down the hall and into the lobby. Strapped to his back like a guitar case is a wooden staff that nearly touches the ceiling. The brass rings at the top have been covered in bubble wrap, but I still recognize it at once: It’s the Staff of Mùlián.
“Chloe!” he cries out. “Is that really you?”
I freeze up, suddenly unsure how I should act. If the real Chloe were here, she probably would start screaming at this freakish, deformed-looking man calling out her name. But then Larry throws himself at my feet and babbles, “I know you don’t want to see me, and I understand why. But you have to listen to me. You’re going to die.”
“Wh-what?” I stammer. My shock isn’t an act.
“I saw it in Hell. There’s a tower … Well, that’s not so important. What’s important is, I saw how you’re going to die. You have to believe me.”
He carries on like that, telling “Chloe” he saw how she’ll die in a totally senseless and avoidable accident, how she goes driving with some clown who had gone dashing through the snow at seventy-five miles per hour and flew off the road, and how it’s probably all her worthless father’s fault for not being around that she goes for clowns. But I’m only half listening, because I’m still mulling over what he said earlier: There’s a tower. That has to be the Tower of Viewing Home, in the Seventh Court of Dìyù, where the dead are forced to see the misfortunes of their loved ones who are still living.
Now I know why this not-evil, but not-very-good man gave up his get-out-of-Hell-free card to flee. It wasn’t because he’s dumb. It’s because he had to warn the daughter he’d abandoned.
Before I can think too hard about it, I take off the mask.
Larry’s eyes widen, which is honestly not that easy to do when they’re so swollen and puffy-looking. “You—you’re not Chloe? You’re that girl.”
Mary reacts, too. “Hey! What are you doing?” she shouts. “This wasn’t the plan—”
I snap my fingers, and she immediately shuts up. Mom used to do that when people tried to talk over her, and I always thought that was pretty cool when I wasn’t the one she was silencing, which was pretty often. “I went to Dìyù, remember? Let me handle this.”
I look back at Larry, still on his knees on the peeling carpet, which looks like the Hollywood Walk of Fame. “Do you want to talk?”

We sit and talk for a while, or mostly, Larry talks and I listen. He explains how after he smashed down Dìyù’s gates, he found himself in a cavern with an underground spring that shone yellow in the dark and smelled like ammonia. Thinking a river has to have a source, he followed it until he found a tunnel in the wall just big enough for him to crawl through. Mary, standing in the corner next to the stuffed grizzly bear, furiously scribbles away in her notebook. I shoot her a look, though, and thankfully, she gets the hint to keep the million questions she must have to herself, at least for now. This isn’t the time. Not with Larry in tears as he explains how he crawled through the tunnel and emerged on the side of the freeway and walked to Los Angeles—Chloe grew up in Atlanta, where he’d left her, but he saw at the Tower of Viewing Home that she was wearing a UCLA sweatshirt. But when he arrived at her college dorm, she refused to listen to him.
“At first I thought it was because I’m so funny-looking from my time in Dìyù that she wouldn’t have recognized me even if I hadn’t abandoned her. But then she screamed that she hates me and I should have stayed in Hell. She even hired an exorcist to try and get rid of me.”
My fingers twitch, and I reach for my red string pendant. I can’t imagine how Chloe must feel, the father who abandoned her in life suddenly showing up after he’s dead. But—and maybe this is because I just lost my mom—I can’t imagine not wanting to see your dad even a little bit. “I’m sorry she said those things to you.”
“Don’t you dare judge her. It’s not like I gave her anything to love mixed with the hate.”
I can’t blame Chloe for hating him, but I can’t bring myself to judge him too harshly, either. Maybe that’s easy since he didn’t abandon me (well, I guess he did in Dìyù, but it’s not the same and I know it). But I also know what he gave up to be here, only for his daughter to not even allow him to save her.
“Do you know when—when it happens?” I cringe at my own words—I hate it when people talk about my mom’s death in vague, indirect ways, like if you say the word death aloud three times it’ll come for you.
Larry makes a noise like he’s taking a deep breath, but maybe because he’s no longer alive and not actually breathing, it sounds like a creaking floor. It’s kind of creepy. “Not the date, no. It was snowing, so it happens in winter. But I don’t think she has long.”
When my mom gave me the Spindle, she also gave me a firm warning not to tell anyone about it who I can’t completely trust. By that, she meant not only with my own life, but with the lives of my dad and my sister and my aunt. For once, I had no what-if questions or smart-aleck replies. The entire reason we were having that conversation in Dìyù is because The Gambler somehow found out and killed her when she wouldn’t change his fate.
Is Larry Chen someone I can completely trust? Not even close. But not for the first time, I decide I’m not going to listen to my mom. And I think she would understand.
“There’s something you should know. I have the power to change a person’s fate.”
Larry raises his eyebrows, or one and a half eyebrows—the other is almost singed off, very possibly in Dìyù. “You what now?” he says. But his eyes dart toward the magical objects with us: the Staff of Mùlián, strapped to his back, and the mask of his daughter’s face in my lap. His brow furrows, and I see him daring to believe I could be telling the truth.
“You—you can do that?” His voice is so hoarse, it’s like a whisper.
I nod. If Chloe isn’t going to die until winter, that gives me at least three or four months, and that’s assuming it’s this coming winter. The Spindle of Fate will be ready for a new thread of fate well before then.
Larry is silent for a moment. “Th-thank you,” he says, tears running down his lumpy face. “What’s your name?” he asks after a while. “I never got it. Well, I think the big guy down in Dìyù might have said it once, but you’ll have to forgive me if I wasn’t paying too much attention then.”
“I forgive you. It’s Evie. Evie Mei.”
“Thanks, Evie Mei. For doing what I couldn’t, and saving my daughter.”
His body language has shifted, like an invisible weight has been lifted off his shoulders. Even so, he can’t keep the sadness out of his voice when he confesses his daughter wouldn’t even let him save her. “I admit I had been holding a small hope to hear her say she forgives me. But I guess it doesn’t matter.”
After a moment, I put the painted skin mask back on. “I forgive you,” I say with Chloe’s face. “I love you, Dad.”
Larry chuckles. “It’s not quite that simple, kid. But thanks.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.” But when I reach to take the mask back off, he stops me.
“Aw, don’t be. It’s the second sweetest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”
But the warm and fuzzy bubble doesn’t last long before it has to burst. After a while, Larry finally asks, “Don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but I have to ask. Somehow, I don’t think that’s what you came to see me for.”
Swallowing, I explain about Hēi and Bái and their threat to take one of us in his place if he isn’t apprehended. I don’t bother explaining all about the Guilds, but he gets the idea.
“So the netherfeds sent you here to take me back to Dìyù. That’s why you were wearing my daughter’s face.”
All this week, I had tried to hype myself up with all sorts of reasons to make me feel better about what I need to do. I could point out that Larry was going to turn me in, too, when I was trying to save my mom. Isn’t this the same thing? Sitting next to him on the tacky motel furniture after he poured his heart out to me, though, it feels even worse than an excuse. It feels … irresponsible. I flash back to what Dr. Fang said, about how my mom never tried to get out of the ugliness of what she had to do by crying about how she was just a kid when she made that promise. That’s responsibility.
“All right,” Larry says finally. “Me for my daughter. Put it like that, that’s a good deal.”
That makes me cringe. “It’s not…”
“Don’t you tell me you’ll save my girl’s life for free now, Evie Mei. This is my last chance to give everything I have for my daughter. Don’t you dare take that from me now.”
Throughout this entire conversation, my breathing had felt tight in my chest. This was easier than I thought, but I don’t feel relieved, either.
Though I probably spoke too soon, because just then a bear busts in through the window.







EIGHT
BEAR WANTS GORE
“Oh shoot! It’s a bear!” shouts Kevin. “Run!”
“No, don’t run!” I shout back. “They chase you if you do that!” I know a lot of scary animal facts from Thida. She came with our family to the LA Zoo once and Mona Li got nightmares afterward.
So the four of us just stand there, in shock, watching as the bear falls headfirst right in the middle of the lobby. It stands up on its hind legs, while my jaw goes the opposite direction, toward the floor. It has very thick bluish-black fur, which is now embedded with colorful bits of broken glass from smashing through the window, except for a V-shaped patch of white fur across its chest. Its fuzzy bear ears are abnormally small, barely stumps, and covered with bandages. Its claws, on the other hand, are abnormally long like Wolverine’s and look like they could puncture skulls, as do its two sets of razor-sharp teeth—it has two mouths, stacked on top of each other.
“Larry Chen!” the bear bellows. Both mouths seem to roar at once, causing an eerie echo when it screams Larry’s name. “You will pay for your crimes!”
Larry turns stiff as—well, a corpse. Kevin addresses the bear, “It’s okay! We got him, he’s turning himself in—”
But the bear continues, “My sworn brother got a heart attack after you waved that monk’s staff at him. I have cut off my ears in order to avenge my brother!”
“You cut off your ears?” I say. Wow. That’s dedication.
“That shouldn’t even work,” Mary mutters under her breath. “You hear with your inner ears. Cutting off the outer ear won’t make you completely deaf.”
“Wait, really? You can cut off your ears and still hear?”
Mary nods. “I’m sure it’ll affect your hearing, but not sounds as loud as the—” She turns to Larry, but then screams. I turn around, too, to see Larry is gone and the motel door is wide open.
“Get back here, you coward!” Mary shouts, but it’s too late. He’s already run out into the street with his grown man legs that we can’t outrun and the Staff of Mùlián strapped to his back.
Mary huffs. “That’s twice now he’s run off with the Staff of Mùlián.”
“Look, I never said he was a good man, okay?” I snap, even though I’m also pretty frustrated with Larry for leaving us defenseless with the angry bear.
The giant, angry demon bear.
Even though I hadn’t expected to encounter demons today, I’d packed along the needle Dr. Fang gave me in addition to a Weaver spool, just in case Mary wanted to drag us to a demon cluster after talking to Larry. Which means I can harvest the bear’s qì.
The demon bear blinks, looking at the open door, then bursts into two sets of rumbling laughter. It wants Larry, not us. But I need qì from a demon, and one of them just crash-landed right in front of me.
As the demon bear lunges forward, Kevin jumps up and bops it on the nose with his rolled-up newspaper. I gape at him in horror, but to my astonishment, it makes a much louder noise on impact, as if he hit it with an actual brick, and the bear nearly stumbles backward.
“Dude, get away from that!” I shout, my heart racing as Kevin brandishes his paper at the bear.
“Plot armor, remember?” Kevin says. As the bear gets to its feet, he backs up, waving the newspaper at its face. But then it opens its double set of mouths, bites down on it, and breaks the brick in half with a monstrous chomp!
Gulping, Kevin drops the newspaper and backs away slowly—just like you’re supposed to do with a regular bear, I remember Thida telling me before our sixth-grade camping trip, but I’m pretty sure that only works before you hit it in the face. Kevin’s red string of fate means he won’t die, but I don’t want to watch him get mauled or have his arm chewed off, either.
Before the bear can take a bite out of Kevin with its free mouth, I rush to the corner, grab the other bear in the room, and push it into the demon’s path. Unsurprisingly, it turns out to be a cheap, probably hollow prop—I easily hurl it across the room. But the demon tumbles to the floor to avoid it, allowing Kevin to make a mad dash to the motel bar adjacent to the lobby. When he doesn’t find any bottles behind the counter, he hops on the pool table, grabs a cue stick, and brandishes it at the bear demon.
With a swipe of its Wolverine paw, the bear knocks it out of his hands so hard, it smashes into splinters when it hits the floor.
With impressive reflexes but less-than-stellar aim, Kevin picks up a billiard ball and chucks it at the bear, while I grab the surfboard above the bar and swing it, too.
“Feel free to join,” I snap at Mary, who is helpfully standing behind the jukebox machine and watching us trying frantically to keep the vengeful demon at bay. I climb up on the pool table next to Kevin and throw another billiard ball at the bear’s head. That one also misses, but the bear slips on the other ball on the floor before it can lunge at us and topples backward. It’s so heavy, I can feel the floorboards shaking from up on the pool table.
Mary watches as the bear struggles to get to its feet, her brows furrowed above her fogged-up eyes. “It cut off its ears! That’s why its balance is so terrible.”
“What?”
Mary dashes over to the pool table. She picks up a ball, but instead of trying to hit the bear with it, she swings her arm out underhand like she’s bowling and rolls it onto the floor. Then she knocks the remaining balls onto the floor.
The bear demon looks at the billiard balls scattered around the table, like a protective circle. I hold my breath, but it doesn’t move any closer.
But then it turns and runs toward the open door, and my heart skips a beat.
“It’s getting away!”
“Uh, yes? That’s the point,” Mary says. “Wait, what are you doing? Don’t run toward the demon bear!”
The bear is running way too fast for me to catch up to it. Thinking about something I can roll toward the door, I take out the spool, then get a better idea.
“Find demon foot!” I quickly tie the yellow thread around my finger, then toss the spool. It rolls right into the bear’s path, causing it to stumble. Then I tell the spool, “Come back,” and it ricochets back to me, tripping the demon and sending it crashing again.
Heart pounding, I rush forward, quickly unbuttoning the pocket with the needle inside. But before I can stick the needle into the bear demon, someone grabs my arm.
“What are you doing?” I shout, as Kevin and Mary each grab my shoulders and pull me back. The bear demon shakes its head, looking disoriented. But then it snaps its double jaws at me in warning, and I recoil.
“Just let it go,” Mary says as the bear demon slowly disentangles itself from the thread. “Larry Chen will be fine. He has the Staff, remember?”
My hand is still in my pocket, and when I clench my fist, I accidentally prick myself with the needle. But then I remember Dr. Fang told me not to tell anyone else about our deal.
I’m not my mom. But I don’t really even know if I can trust Mary, and her dad is another Elder. If she snitches on me to Dr. Hsu and it turns into a whole thing, Dr. Fang will probably refuse to help me even if I do get the demon qì.
Still, my heart sinks as I watch the bear shake off the remaining thread and step over the threshold of the motel. It turns back to look at me and snarls, its red eyes glowing, and I feel a chill down my spine.
“Enjoy this world while it’s still yours, little girl. I wasn’t the only one that got out.”







NINE
THE FINAL RADIANCE OF THE SETTING SUN
After the bear flees, I tell the spool to find Larry, who turns out to be cowering in an alley right next to the motel. Then we take him to a nearby Warrior school in the mountains. It makes me queasy that we’re going to the Warriors, because I get the sense it’s in case Larry tries to make a run for it, and I still don’t like the idea of taking him by force. But it doesn’t really matter anyway, because he doesn’t show any indication of changing his mind. He even agrees to take the Staff of Mùlián off his back and hand it over to Mary, though maybe it’s because it would be pretty uncomfortable to ride in the car with it.
“What took you so long?” Alpha says when we walk back to his convertible.
“What took us so long?” says Mary. “Where were you? Were you too busy on your phone to notice the demonic bear that jumped through the motel window?”
Alpha looks genuinely startled. “What demonic bear? I’ve been parked here this whole time and the only thing I’ve seen is fog.”
Mary scoffs, but when I look back at the motel, there indeed turns out to be a dense thicket of pee-yellow, pee-smelling fog hanging in front of the building and all over the streets of downtown. As Alpha starts up the car and backs out into the road, he turns on the hazard lights to disperse the fog, but we don’t see anyone screaming and running in the streets about a gigantic two-mouthed bear, either. Could the demon bear have vanished into the fog?
Since there’s five of us now in Alpha’s convertible, Kevin, Larry, and I have to squeeze together in the back. If only that were the least awkward thing about this ride. From the back seat, I can see Alpha’s phone screen showing Google Maps, and the Warrior house is about twenty minutes away. Which isn’t a lot, and I’m sure Larry wishes it were longer. But it’s an uncomfortably long time to be sitting in traffic with the guy we were planning to trick back into Dìyù. Larry doesn’t seem to mind, though. Not only does he let Mary interrogate him about his escape from Dìyù, he keeps chatting after that. He did that in Dìyù, too, when he was going to turn me in, so I guess that he either doesn’t like silence or just likes to make conversation.
“Since Dìyù clearly didn’t send the bear demon, I’m assuming it must have broken out after you did.” Mary tries to sound nonchalant and totally fails. Instead of taking notes in the car, I see her turning on a voice recording app on her phone.
“Oh, yeah. A whole bunch of ’em came out with me. At first I thought they were sent after me, but they didn’t pay me any mind. After they came out through the tunnel, they just turned and headed off their own ways.”
“Wait—they crawled out through the tunnel?” Mary says. “I thought you said it was just big enough for you. How was it big enough for the bear?”
“I think it’s just big enough for whatever happens to be going through. Couldn’t tell you how that works, but I saw a bull the size of a moose climbing out of the hellhole.” Mary’s eyes widen, but Larry continues, “What I really want to know is why they’d even want to escape. It seems to me like they had a pretty good deal back in the Eighth Court. They weren’t going hungry down there, I can tell you that.” He shudders, and I remember seeing the coyote with Thida. Or … could it have been a coyote demon? Scientists think the fog has been making animals more aggressive. Maybe it makes animal demons act up, too?
“Where—” Mary asks, but Larry talks over her.
“So the netherworld sent you kids after me because of that thing, huh?” He whistles at the Staff of Mùlián, which Mary is clutching up in shotgun. “Well, I suppose turnabout is fair play.”
“What does that mean?” Kevin asks, pausing from popping the bubble wrap that Larry had wrapped around the Staff. He called dibs.
“It’s like an eye for an eye, or a reverse in Uno,” Mary says. “What someone did to you is fair for you to do to them.”
Larry laughs, and Mary becomes stiff, or stiffer. “Wh-what’s so funny?”
He gestures with his chin at the Staff. “You know why I wrapped that bad boy up? It’s because I can’t stand the sound of it. It didn’t use to bother me when I was in Dìyù, but after I crawled out of the hellhole, its clanging made my ears bleed. Don’t suppose you would know why that is.”
“The Staff repels supernatural beings,” Mary says. “It didn’t work when he—when you were in Dìyù because you were just a dead person, but I guess down there that doesn’t count as supernatural. Here, I guess you would count the same as a hungry ghost or a reanimated corpse.”
“‘Reanimated corpse’?” scoffs Alpha. “Is that PSAT vocab for ‘zombie’?”
Mary shoots him a withering look. “Those aren’t even hard words! And a jiāngshī is a totally different thing from a zombie, which you would know if you’d stuck it out with the Scholars.” I like Mary more when she’s arguing with her brother. She seems to loosen up when she’s being Alpha’s snotty little sister and not Princess Batman.
“Oh, yeah? Well, maybe you would know how to use a key, you know, if you went out to touch grass once in a while with actual physical friends, instead of spending all your time studying or hanging out with different versions of yourself in your head.”
“I know how to use a key!” Mary groans. Turning to me, she says, “Don’t listen to Alpha. He literally just says random words sometimes.”
“Now, wait a moment,” Larry says, clicking his tongue. “What’s this about talking to yourself?”
For a moment, Mary freezes up, like a deer in the spotlight. “It’s not like—like imaginary friends,” she says more stiffly than usual. “I can access my past lives.”
“You know what, why not,” Larry says. “But your brother might be onto something. There’s more to life than studying, you know.”
“Thank you for your opinion, but I don’t need life advice from a deadbeat who went to Dìyù.”
The car becomes dead silent, except for Alpha’s weird scary music. “You didn’t have to say it like that, you know,” Kevin whispers to Mary.
She opens and clenches her fists again, like when I have to get a shot and the nurse gives me a stress ball to squeeze. “Um, no offense,” she mutters. I imagine her listening to this recording later and get a kick out of it.
By this time, we’ve arrived at the Warrior stronghold. I have to admit, when I heard “Warrior school in the mountains,” I couldn’t help picturing a Chinese temple in the mountains with a bunch of monks training in kung fu like in the movies, but it’s just a regular house in the Southern California foothills where I guess Warrior kids meet up on the weekends to train. Mary and Alpha’s father, Water Elder, is waiting for us in the living room, along with Fire Elder and a bunch of teenagers carrying various weapons.
Kevin goes, “Hey, guys!” at the other Warrior kids, and they snicker at him in response. Jerks.
Alpha says politely to Fire Elder, “Hello, Uncle Cyrus.”
Fire Elder smiles serenely. “Hi, Alpha. It’s been a long time.” Alpha presses his lips together tightly in a way that makes me think he’s used to passive-aggressive comments like this from the Guilds.
Water Elder greets his daughter with a hug, and his son with a nod of acknowledgment. I think I see why Alpha might be bitter.
“Hēibái Wúcháng are on the way.” Dr. Hsu shakes his head. “Mary, my girl, you clever little velociraptor, you.” Mary’s good posture becomes even straighter at her dad’s praise, like when you’re watching a movie and a banger plot twist just happened.
I stay with Larry until Hēi and Bái come to take him back to the netherworld. I don’t want him to go back just a prisoner with no one around that cares about him.
“If you tell Yama that you went back to save your daughter, he might not add too much to your sentence,” I tell him. “Mr. Hēi told me that Yama got in trouble before for always finding excuses to reduce punishments.”
“I’ll give that a shot, Evie Mei. But don’t worry too much about me, okay? Just remember about my daughter.”
“I will. I promise.”
Larry remains calm even when Hēi and Bái take him away, back to Dìyù, probably to be tortured all over again. He calls back at me, “Don’t worry about me, Evie Mei. We all have our debts to pay. I paid mine once. I can pay them again.”
Even the Elders seem impressed. “That man might not have done much good for anyone when he was alive, but he is not a coward,” Cyrus Lie remarks, after they’re gone.
“There’s a Chinese idiom, huí guāng fǎn zhào, or ‘the final radiance of the setting sun,’” Water Elder tells us. “It refers to the common observation that the very sick often have a sudden moment of lucidity or strength right before the end, but somehow, it feels appropriate here.”
Kevin squeezes my hand. “You did a really nice thing for him, you know,” he says gently.
I force a smile, though my heart feels like it weighs a thousand pounds. Is it really that nice if I did it to gain something else? If I had known he was trying to save his daughter, I would have done it for free. But I didn’t.
But then I remember the needle in my pocket, which is still empty. We were able to fend off the bear demon, but I wasn’t able to harvest its qì.
We all have our debts to pay. It’s time to collect mine.

Kevin sticks around to train with the other Warriors, so it’s just me going back with Alpha and Mary. I haven’t been saying much since we left the Warrior house, because I’m still pretty bummed out about leaving Larry to his fate.
But I remind myself that’s just what it was: his fate. Now I have to focus on my own mission.
“So what’s next?” I ask. Mary’s fogged-up eyes, which have gradually returned to their normal dark brown, light up. It would make me upset if by now I couldn’t recognize it as her I think I’m onto something face.
“Pull over,” she tells Alpha.
“Why?”
“Because I get carsick if I read while driving.” Alpha rolls his eyes but pulls over. Mary takes out her notebook and writes in crooked letters atop a fresh page: HELLHOLE???
“Now we know that the beasts came out with him from Dìyù. I thought they just broke out through a hole in the ground or something, but a mysterious tunnel that grows for whoever is crawling through it—I mean, something is up with that, right? Why would there be a tunnel out of Dìyù? I thought maybe it’s how Hēibái Wúcháng leave the netherworld—they’re psychopomps, so they escort the souls of the recently deceased to Dìyù—but Bái has a white uniform, which doesn’t seem like a good choice if you’re crawling through tunnels every day.”
“So there’s like—a hole in the ground where the demons come out from?” I ask, trying to steer the conversation back on track. “And with that magic detector combined with a Weaver spool, we should be able to locate it?”
“That’s what I’m hoping. If the hole can shrink and expand only when something is crawling out of it, it could be really hard to find otherwise. But it would help if we could get a lead. I’ve been making a map of where people are reporting ‘hallucinations’ to see if I can figure out their geographical center, but it’s hard to know which are real demon sightings and which are people panicking or even just claiming they saw stuff for social media clout.” Mary sighs.
Suddenly, I get an idea. “Hey, have you tried Nature Go?”
“No, what’s that?”
“It’s this app that my best friend, Thida, is obsessed with. You take pictures of animals or plants or whatever and can upload your observations so scientists can use the data. She’s even taken pictures of roadkill to post ‘for science.’ You could look at the animals people have spotted in the area since the fog appeared and see if some of them might be demons.”
Mary takes out her phone and begins tapping away at the screen. “I’ll check that out. Thanks.” She goes on for a bit about this tunnel/hellhole and what it could mean and whether Larry might’ve stumbled into something bigger than she expected, but I kind of tune her out after that. I just need to find a demon for Dr. Fang’s elixir.
“Hey, Evie?” Mary adds, when Alpha parks in front of the tailor shop. “For what it’s worth, you wouldn’t have been able to bring your mom home with the Staff of Mùlián if the fugitive hadn’t stolen it. The dead absorb the qì of the living if they stick around them for too long. If you’d brought your mom back home, she would’ve slowly drained the life force out of you and your family.”
I don’t know how to respond to that, so I just don’t. I don’t know how Mary knew I was thinking about that when I haven’t said anything about it to her. But when I leave the car, it does feel like one weight has been lifted off my chest.







TEN
NEW BEAST JUST DROPPED
I don’t hear from Mary for the next twenty-four hours, but then on Sunday night, she messages me with a picture of some indecipherable circles and the caption: Alcazar Canyon Park. So on Monday, Alpha picks me up after school again.
“Hey. Thanks for coming with me,” says Mary. Today, she’s dressed for hiking in jeans and a sky-blue polo shirt. “And thanks for showing me that app! I downloaded all the data near Alcazar since Larry Chen broke out of Dìyù and cross-referenced them against my dad’s copy of the Classic of Mountains and Seas—that’s a classic Chinese bestiary. A lot of them could pass for real animals so they weren’t flagged as fake, but I found at least a half dozen sightings that I’m sure are yāoguài and several more that might be. That’s not a lot of data points, but about half of them were in Alcazar Canyon, which is also consistent with the fog originating there.”
Mary tells Alpha to pull over. He dutifully parks along the street, and she takes out a book from her backpack. This one isn’t the notebook she writes in; it’s also blue, which seems to be her favorite color, but is thicker, with corgis on the cover instead of hedgehogs. “I also wanted to look through some of my past lives to see if they might have any useful information about what we’re up against.”
“I thought you said your past lives were just ordinary people.”
“So? Ordinary people have been through a lot. Like, one of my past lives was a village spirit-medium who would channel various deities and immortals, including Hēibái Wúcháng.”
“Mr. Hēi and Mr. Bái?” I can’t understand why anybody would want to summon those netherworld creeps. “Like, at the same time?”
Mary shrugs, then starts flipping through the book right to left. As she turns the pages, her eyes slowly turn hazy, like a pair of glasses steamed up by a cup of hot tea, until they’ve shifted from dark brown to an eerie silver.
Her finger comes to a sudden stop at a page titled Priest Tsui. Below the English and Chinese characters for the name are the words 1844–1896, China (Fujian). The fact that she wrote down China makes me wonder if she wasn’t Chinese in all her lives. Or maybe they were Chinese diaspora like us, but it makes sense to me that a soul, whatever it is, wouldn’t be tied to any particular country.
Mary furrows her eyebrows, then winces.
“Did you find anything?”
“Not yet. I don’t really like reading Priest Tsui’s life—he did a lot of pretty intense rituals.” Mary shudders. I don’t say anything, unsure if it would break her concentration. Finally Mary shakes her head.
“I was hoping since Hēibái Wúcháng came into his body, I might be able to access their knowledge. Instead, there are blank spots whenever he’s possessed by an immortal. It’s like a dead zone where I can’t see anything at all, probably since his consciousness was taken over.”
Mary sighs. “Okay, I’ll try someone else.” She flips the book farther backward, stopping at a page titled Hermit Li, 1330–1402, China (Zhejiang/Nan Mountains).
“Who’s this guy? A hermit who lived in the mountains?”
Alpha cracks, “Yep, that’s Mary, all right.” Mary glowers at him, then looks at me and rolls her fogged-up eyes, probably expecting solidarity. I have a little sister, too, though, so she won’t get any from me.
“Hermit Li is a woman.”
“So was she fighting off bears in the wilderness or what?” I ask.
“No way,” says Alpha. “Mary wasn’t that cool in any life.”
“Your face wasn’t that cool in any life. Hermit Li was the daughter of a rich family during the Ming dynasty. She disguised herself as a boy in order to attend school, but when her ruse was discovered, she ran away into the mountains. She was probably my smartest incarnation. She couldn’t take any books with her into the mountains, but she didn’t really have to, because she’d memorized them all in her head.”
So like Mulan for nerds. That checks. “Were all your past lives scholars?” I ask. “Did they have the same personality as you?” I think about my mom, who has a Fast Pass out of Dìyù and straight to reincarnation. I can’t know whether she’s gone on yet to the Tenth Court to drink Granny Mèng Pó’s Tea of Forgetfulness and move on to her next life—things are slow in Dìyù to begin with, and I’m sure all the chaos over Larry’s escape hasn’t helped. Would her next life—whether they’re a boy, or Irish, or even a dog—be basically the same person as my mom? Would she still be a neat freak and stubborn and loving and always, always keep her promises?
“I think so. There are a lot of differences, which isn’t surprising because we lived such different lives, but you can see a lot of similarities that I think are because we’re the same soul reborn. But to answer your first question, most of them weren’t scholars or intellectuals since most of them were never taught to read or write, either because they didn’t have money or because they were women.”
As Mary “reads” her past life, her finger hovers in jerky circles over the page, like it’s moving over a Ouija board. I don’t really understand what she’s even looking for. Does she think maybe one of her past lives happened to read in a book something like According to the ancient prophecy, when Dìyù’s beasts break free, only some random kids will be able to stop them from TAKING OVER THE WORLD?
“So how does reincarnation work? Is how good you have it in the next life based on how much good or bad you did in the previous one?” Kevin and I were kicked out of Dìyù through the last Court, where souls who had finished their sentences await reincarnation, but we weren’t exactly sticking around to see their final exits, so I never got to see how that part works.
“Most traditional sources say so, but I don’t think that’s true. I actually went down a rabbit hole last summer making a big chart of all my past lives.” I spent last summer binge-watching old Batman cartoons with my dad, like a normal person. “I found no correlation whatsoever between how virtuous I was in one life and how privileged or healthy or hot I was in the next—it was totally random. Even the person before the one time I was a cat wasn’t really any worse than the other ones, on average.”
“Maybe rich people made that up to feel better than other people.” Dad doesn’t like when people say everything happens for a reason because it’s just another way for fortunate people to feel like they deserved it, when really they just won the birth lottery. But it doesn’t seem fair that Mom might not be guaranteed a better next life than The Gambler.
Mary frowns, her fogged-up pupils narrowing. “Uh, no offense,” I add. But Mary just shakes her head again.
“Nothing. Who else?” She flips the book to the back cover again, and again flips backward, this time landing on Zhong Liang, 1724–1770, China (Zhili/Hebei).
“What’s this guy’s deal?”
“He was a Confucian scholar who had a mental breakdown before he could take the civil service examinations. He had always had a morbid obsession with death after an encounter with a ghost as a child, but then he started seeing terrifying visions of Dìyù. I only can access his life through his own subjective perceptions of them, so I genuinely have no idea whether he really was seeing Dìyù or whether he was mentally ill, but one of the doctors who treated him believed that the ghost he saw as a boy may have tried to possess him and failed, but left a remnant of his soul in him, and that’s why he was seeing glimpses of the netherworld.”
I’m losing my patience. Are we seriously looking at some poor guy who studied too hard and had mental health issues? That happened to my cousin Lydia her first year of college. Should I ask her if she might know anything about what’s going on?
“Can you give me my notebook? It’s in my backpack.” I pull out the notebook with the hedgehogs, and when Mary adds, “And a pen,” I fish out a purple gel pen. She opens to a fresh page and begins scribbling in it with her right hand, while keeping her left hovering over her book of past lives.
“What is it?” I ask, hating myself for feeling self-conscious about the fact that I can’t read Chinese.
“I’m not sure, but as his visions of Dìyù became more vivid, he started hearing a singsong voice that didn’t seem to be coming from anywhere, but it was saying really ominous things.”
Mary writes under the Chinese characters a string of random phrases that I think are supposed to be translations. Yama not strong enough, confusion, chaos …
“His visions of Dìyù got more vivid? It sounds like his delusions got worse. He’s literally hearing voices! I went to Dìyù and didn’t hear any mysterious voices in the background.”
Mary glares at me. She closes the book, then tells Alpha, “You can start driving again.” Turning back to me, she says, “Research is a slow process. It’d be nice if we could just barge somewhere and smash things, but it doesn’t work like that. Dad spends most of his time going through boxes of old papers to piece together information that might lead him toward an artifact.”
She makes the face again. “Here’s what I’m thinking. If there’s a tunnel, that means someone dug it, right? Or something. But we know it’s not the human penitents, because Larry wasn’t able to access the yellow spring until he broke down the gates of Dìyù. But does that mean there’s something else down there that has been slowly—very slowly—digging an escape route?”
As I start to zone out again, I remind myself that it doesn’t matter if Mary’s theories are true. I just need her to be right about demons being in this area so I can fill up the needle in my pocket.
When we get to Alcazar, Alpha pulls up the roof of his car to keep out the fog. It arrived in Avalon around 5:00 A.M. this morning, and by the time I got up to go to school, half the city had lost their minds. My Auntie Lilli called Dad to tell us not to let us go to school, and social media is full of deranged conspiracy theories and people arguing about whether the fog was created by aliens or the government. I saw this one video that suggested maybe the fog itself is aliens, and I thought that was actually pretty good, but Dad rolled his eyes so hard I thought they would roll right out of his head. I had thought people were being over-the-top, too, but I’ve started wearing a mask to school. Mostly because the pee smell gets more rancid the longer you’re exposed to it, but if it’s leaking out from the yellow spring in Dìyù, maybe those reports of strange side effects weren’t just rumors.
Alpha drives his convertible slowly up the dirt road until we come to a parking lot near a hiking trail. Alcazar Canyon is only five miles from downtown LA, so Kevin is already waiting for us by the trapezoid-shaped park sign, looking at his phone. There are no other cars in the parking lot. Everyone’s probably staying indoors to avoid the fog.
“Hey. Are you reading that hot god comic?” After Mary and Alpha dropped me off the day before yesterday, I stopped by the bookstore a few shops down and bought the book compilation of Chaos Chronicles for Kevin’s birthday.
“Oh, no. I was watching a movie.” He shows me his screen, and I’m surprised to see a gory slasher flick.
“You like horror movies?”
“Not really. They kind of freak me out, honestly,” Kevin admits. “I was just watching because Mom was watching it at the airport last night. She watches on streaming and it’s nice because I can see whatever she just watched and watch it, too. It’s kind of like in old Chinese poems where two people are far away but they’re looking at the same moon. Though I guess it’s not exactly the same since we can’t watch Netflix at the same time.”
I frown. “Wait, airport? I thought your mom was going to be in town for a while to film the Dead Reckoning reboot?”
“Oh. Um, yeah, so Mom found out that Pig ‘died,’ but it’s pretty sus, so she suspects he faked his death to avoid her tracking him down. So she took the week off so she can go to his funeral to make sure he’s really dead.”
“Oh. Um, wow. That sucks.”
“It’s all good. But yeah, I wanted to postpone my party till she could get back, but she said she might not be back for a while, and my family doesn’t celebrate birthdays after the actual day. So it’ll be this Saturday. Can you make it? It’s okay if you can’t. I know you’re really busy.”
Kevin is trying to sound like his usual upbeat self, but I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Did his mom really choose her enemy’s funeral over her own son’s birthday? Not even any birthday, but his thirteenth birthday! He’s going to be a teenager!
“Of course. Dad thinks business is going to be slow with the fog…” But then I remember that the Red Rock field trip is this weekend, too.
“Do you have something to do?”
“Oh, it’s fine. I just remembered there’s this school field trip that Thida has been bugging me about.”
“Oh. Well, if you already have plans, it’s okay.”
“No, it’s fine. It’s an overnight thing, so I probably shouldn’t ditch the store for that long. And honestly, I’m not even sure I want to go that much.”
“All right, let’s get going.” Mary retrieves the Staff of Mùlián from the trunk. I wonder whether Water Elder knows his children have it. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised. He clearly is pretty proud of his daughter’s velociraptor tendencies.
“Do you have the spool?”
I nod and unbutton my pocket, tie the golden-yellow thread around my index finger, then hold up my hand palm down.
As it falls, I tell it, “Take us to the hellhole.”
Mary squeals when it starts rolling toward the hiking trail. So that confirms the hellhole exists, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s close by. Still, we follow the spool into the woods. It would be a nice walk if it weren’t for the fog, which honestly is pretty bad vibes.
The spool veers sharply, making a right angle right off the trail. It keeps rolling, creating a jagged yellow line across the grass and mountain flowers that doesn’t break even as it unravels across rocks. We keep following the thread deeper and deeper into the forest.
But then suddenly there’s a sound like scurrying, and then out runs … a dog. Or a demon that looks like a dog—it’s not obvious like the bear with two mouths, but I can tell right away from the eyes, which are eerily black like a possum’s. But it’s not a demon that looks like an intimidating dog, like a German shepherd or a Rottweiler. No, it looks like one of those dogs that looks like a mop, basically just a ball of black floof with eyes.
“That’s a yāoguài!” I say. “The monkey demon that tricked me into Dìyù had eyes just like it.”
At the sight of the hairball dog demon, Alpha bursts into a guffaw. “That? Is that a Pekingese? That thing came from Dìyù?”
The dog doesn’t pay us any attention; it just keeps walking past us. Its long, silky black hair is all the way to the ground, obscuring its legs, so it just looks like Dora the Explorer’s hair is Zamboni-ing across the forest floor.
Mary’s eyes light up as she sees it. “Maybe it just came out of the hellhole!”
My heart pounds, and I reach into my pocket for the needle. I can totally take this one.
As soon as I take a step in its direction, the dog’s silky black ears perk up, and it turns its head toward me.
Before I can step any closer, it snarls and spits out a ball of fire.







ELEVEN
RELEASE THE BEAAAAASTS!
“Look out!” Mary shouts, like I would need to be told to stay away from the flying fire.
My heart races as the fireball flies over our heads—we live in Southern California, where there are regular wildfires that have been getting more and more dangerous. And sure enough, the fireball sails into a tree and lights it up.
Mary rings the Staff of Mùlián. CLANG! The Pekingese lets out a high-pitched whimper, but then spits out another ball of fire—a clear message to stay away and cut it out.
CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! The Pekingese spits another ball of fire into the air, but the demon moves surprisingly fast for a ball of hair, so we’re far enough away that it’s just a warning shot not to come any closer.
“Dude, just let it go, literally!” says Alpha. “We’re surrounded by trees, and that thing is a walking gender-reveal party waiting to happen.”
I’m torn. I need that demon dog’s qì so I can avenge my mom, but I don’t need to be burned to a crisp. I was able to use the Staff of Mùlián to subdue some Dìyù office demons, but those encounters would have gone very differently if they could breathe fire.
But then an ear-piercing cry comes from somewhere down the mountain. At first, it’s distant enough that I can’t be sure I heard it correctly, but then it comes again, and the four of us exchange glances.
“Um,” says Kevin. “Is that a baby?”
“There weren’t any cars in the parking lot,” Alpha points out. But the now-unmistakable cry of a wailing human infant becomes louder, echoing from down the mountain.
“I say we go after it,” I say quickly, before Alpha can talk us—and by us, I mean me—out of it.
Mary lifts up the Staff, raring to go. Kevin is ready, too, bobbing his head up and down yes. Alpha looks at the three of us in disbelief, clearly debating whether to be a responsible older brother/teenage chaperone, but then sighs. “Okay, fine. Let’s go be heroes.”
We run down the mountain in the direction of the crying, Kevin cupping his hand over his mouth and shouting, “Hey! Whoever’s baby that is, this is really not the place to be!”
When we come to a fork in the trail, I tell the spool, “Take us to the baby.” But when I toss it at the ground, it just sits there without rolling. Even though we’re going downhill.
“Hey, hold on,” I say. The group comes to a stop, and I point out the unmoving spool. “I told the spool to go toward the baby, but it’s not moving.”
Kevin furrows his eyebrows. “So … there’s no baby?” That sure sounds like a baby, still screaming in the distance.
Alpha says, “Come to think of it, who goes hiking with a baby?”
Mary turns pale. “Oh my gosh. I know what this is—”
But before she can tell us, everything suddenly goes dark as a swirling black cloud appears and blots out the sun. And then suddenly, we’re dive-bombed by a flock of demons.
At first I think the swirling black clouds are very big wasps, or even worse, those horrifying murder hornets that Thida was obsessed with a couple years ago. But then a ray of sunlight breaks through the cloud and illuminates shimmering feathers, and I realize what I thought was a swarm of insects is actually a flock of birds. They’re about the size and shape of hummingbirds with elongated red beaks, which are curved like scythes, and dark feathers that shine violet and green when they catch the light.
Before Mary can swing the Staff again, the birds, moving as one like a school of fish or a flock of starlings, swoop down at her. Mary cries out in pain as half the birds break away to seize the Staff by its brass rings and carry it up, up, and away. It CLANGs! as it goes, and the birds shriek. But then I hear another CLANG! as the birds drop the Staff into the canyon.
Meanwhile, in the distance, the crying has grown louder, and louder. When the bird swarm disperses, I see a grotesque … thing coming up from one of the mountain paths.
It’s not a baby. Not even close. It has four legs and enormous curved horns, like a bighorn sheep, but is the size of a moose, and its face is almost human except for its leering fangs. It also has hands with long fingernails at the end of its legs instead of hooves, which is probably less likely to stomp you to death but is much freakier, though it’s not close to the freakiest thing about it. That would be a three-way tie between its alarming size; the gaping, open wounds in its body as if an even bigger and scarier monster took enormous bites out of it; and the fact that its eyes aren’t in its face but instead peek out from under its front legs as it charges up the mountain toward us.
Actually, I take it back. It’s definitely how it’s charging up the mountain toward us, shrieking. Its scream is exactly like a human baby’s, but that doesn’t make it any less terrifying. If anything, it makes it even worse.
The horned beast licks its lips and steps forward with one hand. And now we’re totally defenseless, and it looks … hungry.
“Um.” Its eyes make contact with me beneath its legs, which really freaks me out because it has to try to do that. “Does that thing eat … people?”
Mary, still wincing and blowing on her hand like she touched a hot stove, answers, “It’s called a Tāotiè, and why do you think it screams exactly like a human baby crying? It’s to lure well-meaning victims, like … well, us.”
“More like well-meaning idiots,” mutters Alpha, as the Tāotiè charges on its human hands toward us.
Kevin reaches into his backpack and pulls out a fresh newspaper brick, while Alpha and I grab rocks from the dried-up creek. Mary, meanwhile, picks up a fallen tree branch, which she holds like a fencing sword and thrusts right into the Tāotiè’s open wound. That’s kind of a jerk move, but I’m not going to discourage it.
“What are those wounds, anyway?” Kevin asks. “Did it have a fight with another beast? Is there something else that can hurt it?”
“Probably itself,” Mary says, pressing her stick harder into the wound. “Tāotiè are such voracious eaters, they sometimes chew on their own bodies if there’s nothing else around.”
The Tāotiè shrieks in pain, but then the flock of demon birds suddenly reappears and dive-bombs us again, forcing us to cover our eyes—and drop our weapons.
“Don’t let them sting you!” Mary shouts, dropping her stick as the birds flap their wings in front of us, creating a hovering barrier between us and the Tāotiè. Alpha grabs his sister and shields her with his body; I had kind of scoffed at his decision to wear a black sweatshirt to go for a hike in August, but it seems to be working out for them now. “They have venomous stingers like bees, and they hurt!”
I had been holding my arms up over my eyes so the birds don’t peck them out, but as I see the huge swarm—almost like we’re fending off a sandstorm of beaks and feathers—I think, if I could just poke one of them …
I quickly try to unbutton my pocket. But then Kevin, his eyes turned to the ground so the demon birds don’t peck them out, calls out, “Hey, there’s a dead bird over here! Do they die when they sting you like bees, too?”
Mary shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe? That’s a pretty good guess.”
“Okay, I got something. Stand back!” Kevin shouts. He throws off his jacket, exposing his skinny arms, and then throws himself right into the swarm of birds.
“Wait, no!” I shout as he screams and punches the birds. Then he screams some more in agony as they sting him.
“Plot armor, remember?” And sure enough, one by one the birds fall to the ground, so Kevin’s brilliant plan seems to be working. “Ow! OW!”
Mary’s head pops up like a gopher from under her big brother’s arm. She shakes her head in disbelief. “You’ve got to be the dumbest, bravest Warrior to ever join the Guilds.”
“Thanks!” Kevin manages to say, but his smile quickly fades as his face and arms begin swelling up in grotesque sores. But when the cloud has cleared and every last poisonous bird is on the forest floor, my heart sinks.
“Kevin! You idiot!” I can’t help screaming. I pull out my needle and stick it into the closest bird, but to my dismay nothing happens. The needle is still cold, with no hint of magic. I stab the next bird, and the next, but again, nothing. Because they’re all dead and don’t have any qì to collect.
But I don’t have time to rage about it long, because the Tāotiè is very much still alive—and right behind us.
“We need to go,” Alpha says. He picks up Kevin, who has swelled up like a hot air balloon.
“But it’ll just come after us,” Mary points out. But then she makes the face. “Wait, the spool!”
“Like … to throw?” I remember how Kevin tried to use it like a chain weapon in Dìyù—it was a really cool idea, but he couldn’t get it to actually hit the dead people chasing us all that well.
“It goes where you tell it to go, right? If you tell it to find the Tāotiè and throw it through the air instead of dropping it on the ground, it should fly right toward it.”
That … that just might work. “You’re going to need distance for it to hurt, though,” points out Alpha.
“We’ll give you distance,” says Mary. “Go!” And with that, she picks up the tree branch and swings it at the Tāotiè.
I take a deep breath, then charge up the hill as fast as I can. When I look back, the Tāotiè is snarling at the Hsus—at bay for now, but it won’t be for long.
I toss the spool, still tied around my finger, up into the air like I’m flipping a coin. As I do so, I can’t help but think about Mom’s habit of flipping a coin whenever she couldn’t make a decision.
“Find the Tāotiè.” Remembering what Mary said, I add, “Find where it hurts.” Instead of dropping it on the ground, I pull my arm back over my shoulder and let it fly.
The spool soars downward, the thread growing longer and longer as it goes. From up high, I see Mary and Alpha, dragging Kevin, crawling backward as the Tāotiè lowers its head, ready to charge them with its horns. But then there’s a thwack! The fact that I can hear the tiny spool hitting this gigantic beast from this distance must mean it collided with a good amount of acceleration force, and sure enough, the Tāotiè wails in pain.
Heart pounding, I pull the spool back. There’s a big crack in it—another hit with this much force might break it in two. But well, priorities. So this time I tell the spool, “Find the Tāotiè’s head,” and throw it.
Thwack! The spool whizzes straight into the Tāotiè’s forehead. It staggers forward on its hand-feet, but then there’s a resounding thud as it collapses.
My initial shock and relief that it actually worked gives way to something else: excitement. I charge back down the hill toward the Tāotiè, sprawled out on the forest floor and looking very much unconscious.
“Is it dead?” I ask breathlessly. Mary has retrieved the damaged Staff, so instead of keeping my distance like Alpha, I join her in walking right up to it and taking a closer look. Mary is walking all around it, taking pictures of every inch of its grotesque body. She shakes her head.
“I don’t think so. It’s out cold, though.”
While she dictates notes into her phone, I kneel down and poke it with Dr. Fang’s needle, trying to look like I’m just trying to make sure it’s really unconscious. Instantly the needle becomes hot in my hand, and I almost cry out and drop it. But I suck it up and hold it in place until it becomes room temperature again.
I’ve done it!
I’ve harvested demon qì.
After the Tāotiè hasn’t moved for a while, Alpha takes a tentative step closer. He shudders when he gets a better look at its hideous wounds and eyes underneath its legs. “We are not taking this thing back in the car,” he declares before Mary can say anything.
Finally, Mary looks up from examining the Tāotiè, satisfied. “Okay! Now let’s go find the hellhole—”
“Uh, yeah, about that,” I say, holding up what’s left of the spool.
“Uh, guys,” the swelled-up mass of bloated flesh that was Kevin interrupts from Alpha’s back. “A little help?”







TWELVE
SPINTERMISSION
I can tell Mary is not very happy about having to quit searching for the hellhole while she’s in full “searching for the hellhole” mode. But Kevin is starting to look alarmingly swollen, like if it keeps going, he might burst into an explosion of pus. Even if his plot armor means he probably isn’t deathly allergic to demon bird stings, it would be ice cold to just let him suffer while we stumble through the forest looking for a hole without even the spool—or the Staff of Mùlián (RIP). So Mary reluctantly agrees to turn around and walk back to the car.
“Guilds headquarters should be pretty close, right?” I ask Mary, remembering the meeting was in Alcazar.
“Yeah, but no one lives in that house when there aren’t any meetings happening. I know Metal Elder lives in Sorrento.”
That’s at least twenty minutes from here. “I can call her and ask if there’s an Alchemist who lives closer. She gave me her number.”
I call Dr. Fang, while Mary and Alpha push the Tāotiè’s unconscious, self-cannibalized body into the canyon along with the Staff of Mùlián, so it doesn’t lure and eat anyone else. Well, except itself. It kind of freaks me out to think about, even after Mary pointed out that its flesh regenerates, but uh, at least it won’t go hungry.
Thankfully, Metal Elder picks up on the first ring. “Ah! Evie! How are you doing? Have you eaten yet?”
“Not yet. Um, sorry to rush you, but Kevin just got attacked by demons and needs medical attention. We’re in Alcazar—is there an Alchemist nearby?”
“I have a friend who works there. I’ll send you her address.” My phone vibrates as I receive her text. “Oh, and you did say demons, yes? Does that mean you got what you need?”
My hand leaps to my red string necklace. “I did.”
“Smart girl! Just like your ma. After you drop off your friend, go to the boba shop across the street from the tailor shop. I’m at work, but I’ll send an Alchemist.”
After I hang up, I read aloud the address Dr. Fang just sent me, which looks like a traditional Chinese medicine clinic in Alcazar. Alpha enters it into his phone, while Mary and I help Kevin into the back seat.
“I’m sorry for yelling at you earlier,” I say quietly. His fingers look like dried sausages, so I buckle his seat belt for him.
“It’s all good,” he says. “I know you were worried about me.”
But that’s the thing, I realize with a sinking feeling: I wasn’t. I wasn’t thinking about Kevin at all when he threw himself at the demon birds, allowing the rest of us to escape unscathed and take down the Tāotiè. All I was thinking about was demon qì.
But it’s done. I got what I needed.
Mary lets out a long groan as we pull out of the park and toward downtown Alcazar. “Well, this sucks. We couldn’t find the hellhole, and now we don’t have the spool or the Staff, so we might not be able to.”
“It could be worse. We could be in the Tāotiè’s stomach—” Suddenly Alpha slams on the brakes, causing me to lurch forward and slam into the back of Mary’s seat. A disoriented-looking man, dripping wet and wearing nothing but swim trunks, like he ran here straight from the swimming pool, had randomly burst out of the fog and sprinted out into the road, forcing Alpha to swerve to avoid hitting him.
“Hey! What is your problem?” Mary yells out the shotgun window.
“What’s yours? Don’t yell at him,” Alpha snaps. “Mary, I swear, for someone so smart, you can be so clueless. What if he pulled a gun on you?”
“He’s clearly not armed!” Mary retorts. But then she screams as the man lurches forward and presses his face up against her window.
“Help me!” he pleads as Mary rolls up the window, forcing him to step back before he gets his fingers crushed. He waves his arms into the air; his movements are jerky, like a manic puppet. “I have seen the one without a face and he looked like me!”
Alpha slams his foot on the pedal so fast he misses his turn, and his phone has to reroute. But Mary is too shaken to be snotty at him about it.
“Uh. That was weird.” She tries to sound cool and nonchalant but is clearly pretty rattled by it. I don’t blame her because that was pretty freaky, but it is kind of funny considering she was also just upset because we can’t go charging at more hungry demons.
I still feel bad about leaving Kevin, but it’s already pretty late, so after we drop him off at the Alchemist clinic, Alpha takes me home. As we pull up near the tailoring shop, Mary looks out the window and says, “Hey, isn’t that Leslie Leung?”
I look across the street toward Milk Tea Alliance, the second-most popular boba shop in Avalon. Standing next to it in front of the twenty-four-hour diner where I once had pancakes with Mom in the middle of the night is none other than Kevin’s Alchemist crush.
I eye them warily, remembering their “vegan poison” presentation at the Guilds meeting. Maybe they just also live in Avalon, but the idea that they might be Dr. Fang’s go-to person to carry out her shady deals makes me feel even iffier about Kevin liking them.
“You can drop me off here,” I tell Alpha. After he drives off, I walk toward Leslie. They’re wearing a Silver Lake High School (High school! I know Kevin is in eighth grade, and they said at the meeting that they’re a freshman, so they’re only a year older than him, but still) swim team tank that reads GO SWORDFISH! and playing a Nintendo Switch.
“Hey. Metal Elder sent me,” Leslie says when they see me coming over. I hand them the needle. Leslie puts their Switch into their cross-body Demon Slayer
bag and turns the needle over in their palm, looking impressed. It’s so thin that it was hard to tell when I was extracting qì from the Tāotiè, but when Leslie holds it up to the light, I can see there’s a clear, colorless liquid inside, like in liquid thermometers.
“Do you know how long it’ll take Metal Elder to get—to get back to me?” I avoid saying what it’s for, since I don’t know how much Dr. Fang told them about our deal.
“Like, right now.” Leslie hands me a pocket-sized hand sanitizer bottle from Bath & Body Works. The label says Candy Apple, but the liquid inside is colorless. “Take off the lid.” I do, and Leslie takes the copper stopper off of the needle and pours the contents inside, one drop at a time. The bottle becomes hot in my hand as the demon qì swirls into the elixir.
“So … that’s it?”
Leslie nods, and I feel a rush of triumph. I’ve done it. Now all I have to do is get it inside The Gambler.
I turn to go, but then hear Leslie calling after me, “Hey, is this place any good?” When I turn back around, they’re staring at the twenty-four-hour diner next door.
“It’s okay. I don’t think they have a lot of vegan options.”
“Oh, it’s not for me.”
I look at them warily, still remembering their presentation at the Guilds meeting. “Are you planning to poison somebody?” I try to sound lighthearted, but from the look of scorn Leslie gives me then, they didn’t take it that way.
“Are you not?” When I don’t have anything to say to that, Leslie smirks. “Hey, I get it. You’re looking out for your friend, that’s cool. But you don’t get to make deals with Alchemists and then think you’re better than us, all right?”
There’s a QR code on the window, so Leslie scans it with their phone before they walk into the twenty-four-hour diner. I stand there for a while, remembering the time Mom and I went there in the middle of the night, just the two of us, before I head home.
The tailor shop is already closed for the night, so I enter our apartment through the fire escape. I find Dad in the living room half sitting, half lying on the couch, looking exhausted.
“Hey, Dad. How was work?”
“It was pretty slow. You didn’t miss much. I think all the locals are staying in because of the fog, but from what it looks like online, it won’t be long before the content creators are coming from out of town to check it out.” Dad rubs his forehead, and I nod sympathetically. “I have something I need to tell you, though. Āh Mā fell and broke her hip.”
“What?” For a moment, all thoughts of justice and demons and elixirs that can send someone straight to Dìyù fly out of my head, just like my breath seems to have left my lungs. “Is—is she okay?”
“She’s fine. Or at least, she said she is, but who knows what that means. You know how she is, always telling everyone she’s fine and not to worry about her until bam, she’s in the hospital.”
“Yeah, I do.” Dad shakes his head at his mom’s stubbornness, even though he’s literally the exact same way. “Wait, so … is she actually fine? Is she in the hospital now?”
“She was discharged, but I want to stay with her for a while just to make sure she doesn’t overexert herself. Do you think you would be okay if you and Mona Li stay with Auntie Kathie for a few days?”
“Oh, yeah. Yeah, of course.” I sigh in relief, but my heart takes a while to get back to a normal rhythm. I don’t know why I panicked so much. Not that it’s weird I care about my grandma, but Dad literally said she just broke her hip, which would be a weird way to say that she had also hit her head and slipped into a coma. But for a moment there, I flashed back to the day they told me Mom had disappeared. Which turned out to be died.
“It was the weirdest thing. Āh Mā said she was walking back to the beauty salon after her lunch break and tripped on a fish.”
“Did you say a fish?”
“That’s exactly what I said when she told me. At first I was afraid Āh Mā might’ve had a head injury or a stroke, but the doctor confirmed they found a fish where she fell. What a whole fish was doing on the sidewalk is anyone’s guess.”
With a sigh of exhaustion, Dad walks over to the fridge and gets the mápó tofu that Auntie Susan dropped off the other day. After Mom was buried, we got a fresh new wave of home-cooked meals from every auntie and uncle that my dad has ever met, so we probably still have enough to get us through winter. “Can you go get your sister for dinner? I already told her about Āh Mā.”
“Mona Li?” I call out as I head down the hall to our room. But when I walk inside, I find my sister sitting on her bed reading the Chaos Chronicles: Volume 1 book I bought for Kevin, her eyes wide as an anime character’s.
“Hey, where did you get that?” I specifically paid extra for a bag from the bookstore so I wouldn’t get weird looks from my dad and sister! “You can’t just go through people’s stuff! And you definitely shouldn’t be reading that!”
“Why are you reading it?” Mona Li is giggling like she’s been pumped up with half a gallon of Joker venom.
“It’s not mine! It’s for a friend!” I protest, which of course sounds extremely like a lie, even though it isn’t.
“Oh, okay. I’m sure Dad will totally believe that,” Mona Li says in a singsong voice.
“Mona Li!” I groan, chasing her into the hall.
“Dad! Look what I found in Evie’s room!” Mona Li is barely able to say the words over her giggles.
Dad raises an eyebrow as my sister hands him the comic. “It’s for a friend,” I say. “No, seriously! It is!”
“Hùndùn, huh?” Dad looks at the back cover copy. “Huh. Your Āh Gōng told me a story about him, but it … seemed quite different. It was about an emperor with no face, no eyes, no ears, no mouth, and no nostrils. These two other emperors came to visit and Hùndùn was very generous, so the emperors decided to repay him by drilling seven holes into him so he could see, hear, and eat. But after they drilled the seventh hole, he died.”
Yeah, from the little I’ve read so far—not that I’m planning to read the whole thing or anything—that’s very different from the plot of Chaos Chronicles. “That’s a really weird story. What does it mean?”
“I have no idea. I think it’s a metaphor.” Dad rubs his eyes and sets the book down on the counter. “Come on, girls. Let’s eat dinner, then pack your things and I’ll take you to Auntie Kathie’s.”

After dinner, Dad drops us off at Moongate Apartments, the apartment complex just outside of Avalon where Auntie Kathie lives. We brought extra clothes and our backpacks for school, and Mona Li packed her flower-girl dress and sewing supplies so she can continue to work on it. At the last minute, she also decided to bring her stuffed red panda, Pizza. I was surprised because my sister has never brought Pizza out of the house before—she wouldn’t even take the toy to kindergarten because she was afraid she would get damaged or dirty. I doubt it’s because she’s getting less fussy, though. Mom made Pizza’s snazzy little coat dress and scarf, just like she made a kimono for the Eevee plush I got for my seventh birthday, and Mona Li has been carrying her around more since she died.
“Hey, Kathie. Thanks so much for letting the girls stay with you,” says Dad when my aunt answers the door, eating a pint of black sesame ice cream straight from the carton. He carries Mona Li’s overnight bag inside, along with a fifty-pack of mochi ice cream he picked up from Costco on the way. “I didn’t want to impose on you in your condition, but my sister’s been so busy with work.” The real reason he didn’t ask Auntie Lilli is because she always makes unasked-for comments to Mona Li about how she should eat less to lose weight. Mom was this close to getting into a fistfight with her last Lunar New Year. “And the girls love you.”
Auntie Kathie waves her hand dismissively. “Oh, stop it, Alan. You’re not imposing. It’ll be fun to have a girls’ night or two around here.” She flashes a warm, slightly conspiratorial smile at me and my sister, like she’s letting us in on some joke that Dad wouldn’t get. But her voice has become choked with emotion, and I notice then that her face is even more flushed than it usually is with her pregnancy glow, as if she’s about to cry.
“Are you okay, Auntie Kathie?” I ask carefully after Dad has driven away. Silently I hope it isn’t because of The Gambler and she’s just really, really emotional about so much ice cream, but no such luck.
“I’m okay. Thank you.”
“Are you still getting married?” Mona Li asks. But then she scrunches up her eyebrows as she unzips her carry-on and pulls out a takeout bag with her flower-girl dress inside.
I shoot Mona Li a look but can’t help but laugh. My little sister heard all of Mom’s complaints about him, too. But she obviously just realized that if the wedding is off, that also means she won’t get to wear her masterpiece.
Auntie Kathie had gone to the kitchen to stash the mochi ice cream in the freezer. She’d picked up her pint of sesame ice cream again, but sets it back down and puts her hands on her hips. “Sometimes you girls remind me so much of Dawn.” She takes a deep breath, and I’m not sure whether it’s because she’s exasperated or to keep from bursting into tears. “Yes, we are very much still getting married. In fact, I just got off the phone with him. He asked me about moving up the wedding, but I told him I had to let my flower girl finish her dress.”
Not if I can help it.







THIRTEEN
SPIDER SHOWERS, PEER-REVIEWED ARTICLES, AND OTHER HORRORS
Girls’ night with Auntie Kathie turns out to be a whole girls’ day, because the next morning, school is canceled due to an unexpected rain of spiders. When I wake up, TikTok is full of videos of downtown Avalon covered with what almost looks like snow, except in some close-up shots that show itty-bitty legs.
Coming after the fog, the city is now in full panic mode. #KILLTHEMWITHFIRE is trending, and some of the memes are pretty funny at first, but after a while all the comments about burning down my city start making me queasy. Thida thinks they’re hilarious, though. She calls me during breakfast—Auntie Kathie was going to take us to dim sum, but because of the spider rain she just cooked up some frozen dumplings. Even for Thida, she’s pretty nonchalant about the #APOCALYPSE.
“It’s called ballooning. It’s a thing in Australia,” Thida says, like that somehow is reassuring. “It happens after a lot of baby spiders hatch at the same time and use their webs to swing on the wind like Spider-Man. According to Nature Go, though, it’s pretty rare to see spiders this big. Usually it’s spiders that are small enough that people don’t even realize they’re flying above their heads.”
“Nope” is all I can say, pushing aside my plate of dumplings. They’re a Korean brand that I like, but the spider shower killed my appetite. I guess I should be relieved there’s a scientific explanation, but that’s just … a lot of weird stuff happening. The fog, now spider rain, even the fish Āh Mā tripped on. I thought some klutz probably dropped it on the way home from the supermarket, but it’s another strange sign in what I have to admit is now an impressive list. Maybe it’s just the fog making animals worked up, but what if they came out through the hellhole in Dìyù? What if they’re not regular spiders, but hellhole spiders? “Are they venomous?”
“Not very. So did your dad sign the permission slip yet?” Thida says, suddenly changing the subject.
I rub my forehead. Seriously? Is this really why she called? Because she can’t remind me about the field trip in person? “No. I haven’t asked him. My grandma fell and my dad went to stay with her. So I’m staying at my aunt’s house right now.”
“Oh no. Is she okay?”
“Yeah, she’s fine. I think Dad’s just really anxious, you know.”
“Okay, cool. Yeah, that makes sense. Do you think your aunt can drive you to him and get you to sign it? The deadline was today, but since school was canceled, I’m sure they’ll let you turn it in tomorrow, or whenever school is open.”
For a moment, I’m speechless. “Thida, my grandma just got out of the hospital,” I snap. “I’m not going to ask my dad about—”
But then it hits me that Red Rock is in Nevada. Fifteen miles from Las Vegas.
My words are cut off by an ear-piercing scream. My aunt is taking a shower, so I have to go check on my sister. “Sorry, Thida, I’ll talk to you later.”
I hang up and run to Auntie Kathie’s home dance studio, where Mona Li went after breakfast to work on her flower-girl dress. (She didn’t want to do it in the living room so it would be a surprise for the wedding.) Auntie Kathie films for her online dance classes in here, so it’s by far the neatest room in the apartment. That also means there’s nowhere for my sister to hide from the giant spider crawling on the dance mat.
“KILL IT! KILL IT!” Mona Li shrieks. The spider is about the size of my hand and is bright yellow and black, like caution tape or Bruce Lee’s jumpsuit.
My first instinct is to look for the nearest flamethrower. But then I remember the time I found a spider in the bathtub, and Mom just draped a towel over the edge so it could crawl out. She wasn’t a softy about bugs—she had no problem swatting mosquitoes or stepping on roaches. But she had a soft spot for spiders, and I’m pretty sure I know why.
“It’s okay. They’re Weavers just like us.” Mona Li scoffs at that, but then I tell her, “One time Dad found some cobwebs in the tailor shop after we came back from Las Vegas and tried to dust them, but Mom told him to leave it alone. She said the spider had worked too hard on those webs for some jerk to mess it up just because they’re disgusting.”
Mona Li watches, pouting, as I dump all the supplies inside my sister’s Kuromi sewing box from Daiso onto the dance mat and hold out the lid until the spider crawls onto it, then turn it over into the empty box. “I don’t remember that.”
“That was when Auntie Kathie was still living in Vegas, so you must have been really little then.”
My sister is quiet for a while, then says in a soft voice, “Am I going to forget Mom?”
“What? No. Of course not.” But even as I say it, my heart breaks on my sister’s behalf. She’s so young, and they say you can’t remember anything until you’re, what, four? That still leaves four years’ worth of memories, but that means half of them won’t even count.
“It’s not fair. You didn’t even like Mom and you got twelve years with her. I only got eight.”
This isn’t the first time my sister’s accused me of not being as sad as her, but it still hits me like a sucker punch. I know it isn’t true, so that isn’t why it hurts, not anymore. But it still sucks to hear it. It sucks that I’ve been trying so hard to be mature and patient with Mona Li, and she can just treat me like a punching bag.
“You know what?” I say, as I toss the spider out the window, then quickly shut it again before any more can come in. “You’re right. It’s not fair.”

After Auntie Kathie is done with her shower, she asks us if we want to watch a movie or play a game, but Mona Li insists on working on her flower-girl dress. So instead my aunt takes out a box full of swatches of fabric in different colors and patterns, along with a half-finished patchwork jacket.
“Is that for the baby?”
Auntie Kathie nods. “Every family in the Guilds donated a piece of cloth from anything they had lying around. When it’s finished, it’ll give your cousin protection from a hundred families.”
My aunt lowers her voice, even though Mona Li is in the dance studio. “You can watch something on streaming—I’m not going to give you homework on your day off. But if you don’t mind watching what I do a bit, this is a pretty good way to learn some Weaver magic. After sewing on each square, I do a simple spell for luck or protection or health or happiness. They’re very simple spells since there’s a lot of squares, but they add up along with all the good wishes.”
After she stitches on a green flannel swatch, she shows me a spell for good luck, then lets me try. Each spell is just a very short four-line poem after sewing on the square, and I have no idea whether I’m doing it right, but Auntie Kathie reassures me I’m doing just fine. But after four or five spells, my phone vibrates, and I see a text from Mary.
MARY
You’re at home bc of the spiders right?
EVIE



I’m not at school, but I’m not at home



I’m at my aunt’s house right now


MARY
Can I come over? If it’s ok with your aunt ofc
EVIE



Is Alpha okay with driving right now with the spiders?


MARY
Well, he has a group project due this week and I’m doing all the work, so he better be
I groan aloud, which makes Auntie Kathie give me a funny look. “Is something wrong?” she asks.
“Oh, it’s fine, it’s just Mary Hsu. She asked if she could hang out.”
“Mary Hsu? Water Elder’s kid?” Auntie Kathie clicks her tongue. “Huh. I didn’t think you’d be friends.” Me neither, I think, but then my aunt muses, “Of course, you didn’t take to Kevin right away, either.”
I suddenly feel called out, because she’s right. I didn’t really like Kevin at first, either. “I’m not lecturing you, kiddo,” Auntie Kathie says. “It’s just … oh.” Her voice suddenly becomes choked with emotion, and she fans her eyes, before apparently remembering that she doesn’t have makeup on and can just rub them. Force of habit, I guess. “I’m being silly, but I really do see so much of Dawn in you. She was slow to warm up to people, too, though once she was in, she was in for life.”
She smiles. “Of course you can hang out.”
“Oh, I was going to tell her I have to help you with something,” I protest. I would much rather hang out with my aunt than Mary Hsu. But Auntie Kathie waves her hand.
“Oh, don’t worry about me. I remember I used to be so jealous that we never got snow days here in Southern California. Not sure about spider days, but have fun with your friend, kiddo.”
Well, there goes my day off. I guess I do owe Mary one, though, for leading me to the demons. So I reluctantly tell her that sure, she can come over.
Mary must be raring to go, because she arrives at Moongate Apartments barely fifteen minutes after I send her my aunt’s address. Alpha doesn’t get out of the car, and I don’t really blame him.
“Someone came prepared,” Auntie Kathie remarks when she opens the door. Mary is wearing a plastic raincoat and a huge circular medallion around her neck, and brought her backpack and a cardboard box.
“Anti-venom charm,” Mary explains to me, which must be referring to her amulet. It looks like an old Chinese coin with a square hole in the center, but with carvings of five creatures that I think are a snake, scorpion, centipede, toad, and spider. “And this is for you, Auntie.” She holds up the box, which contains a durian.
“Oh, that’s so sweet of you, hun,” my aunt says. She eyes the football-sized fruit hungrily, looking like she would sink her teeth into it on the spot if its thick green skin wasn’t covered with spikes. Even unopened, it’s impressively stinky.
“I noticed you smelled of it at the Guilds meeting,” says Mary.
“Of course you did,” I mutter.
“Oh, I’ve been craving it like crazy!” Auntie Kathie gushes. “I bought one a few weeks ago, but I had to throw it out because my fiancé was visiting and he can’t stand the smell.”
Then he can suck it up! I want to scream. In case he hasn’t noticed, you’re PREGNANT WITH HIS CHILD!
Even if he didn’t kill my mom, it would still be painful to see my favorite auntie putting up with this guy. When I was a kid, I thought Auntie Kathie was the coolest woman in the world. It hits me then with the force of a charging, two-mouthed demon bear that I didn’t know about the Weavers, I didn’t know about the Guilds or the Spindle of Fate, but I knew so much about how my aunt’s fiancé sucks because of how much my mom used to complain about him. It hurts to think about it now, but even though I would shake my head and agree that Auntie Kathie deserves so much better, I also used to be kind of morbidly entertained by all their drama, like I was listening to my mom recap a hate-watch of their relationship.
I think about Lisa Ying Chang, the third name in my mom’s Book of Threads:
Lisa Ying Chang (2013)—block husband from immigrating to US
Lisa owns a restaurant in downtown Avalon just a few blocks down from our shop, so I went there to talk to her in person. But I never learned anything more about the thread of fate my mom made for her. Despite having started and run a very successful restaurant for almost twenty years now, it turned out Lisa speaks very little English, so her grown-up son Jimmy was there to translate for her. I didn’t know whether he knew what his mom had asked mine to do to his father, and I couldn’t bring myself to break it to him if he didn’t. So in the end I just left without asking her for the favor, though not empty-handed as she did insist on giving me a box of Peking duck on the house. So I don’t know why Lisa Ying Chang would prevent her husband from reuniting with their family, but I can’t believe my mom would have prevented a son from seeing his father unless she felt Lisa had a good reason.
Since durians are pretty heavy and my aunt is too pregnant to be lifting things, I take the box from Mary and bring it into the kitchen. Mary asks me when I return, “Is there somewhere we can talk privately? I know your sister isn’t aware of all this yet.”
I get the sense that Mary thinks it makes her look like a good listener or something when she drops little details about people’s lives that she’s observed about them, instead of a creep who won’t mind her own business. But I take her to the room that my aunt’s set aside for my future cousin. I’m sharing it with my sister, but Mona Li is working on her dress, so she probably won’t bother us for a while.
Mary takes off her backpack and opens the blinds, then immediately closes them and turns on the lights when she sees the spider corpses splattered all over the glass. Then she announces, “I found the hellhole!”
“What? How? When?”
“No one’s really paying attention because of the spiders, but a huge sinkhole also opened up this morning just off the freeway in LA, less than ten miles from Alcazar. Reports say it must have appeared sometime after three A.M. last night, which is around the time I was woken up by the sound of the magic detector going absolutely ham. It has to be the hellhole.”
“So … what does that mean? Did a really huge beast escape?” Even with the fog and the hellhole opening late at night, it seems unlikely that something that big could escape unnoticed unless it’s invisible or something. The spiders are big, but not that big.
“Or maybe something is about to. We don’t know for sure how the hole works—maybe it opens up before whatever’s crawling through is about to break free. But I still don’t know what that is.”
She unzips her backpack and takes out a laptop in a dark blue sleeve, as well as a dusty-looking book bound in leather. There’s nothing written on the cover, but Mary sets it on the table on its back side, which seems to suggest it’s in Chinese. “Since you can’t read Chinese, you can help me look through some articles I bookmarked. Dad lets me use his JSTOR account so I can read academic journals.”
I have no idea what JSTOR is, but after I find out, I wish I could wipe it from my memory. After ten minutes of slogging through the most boring articles I’ve ever read, with titles like “Localizing Hell: Spatial Representations of the Netherworld” and “Comparative Phylogenetic Network Analysis of Scriptures,” I feel like my brain is going to melt.
“What am I supposed to be looking for?”
“I’m not really sure. Something powerful, someone even Yama isn’t strong enough to subdue.”
“Like what? The hot god in that spicy webcomic, Hùndùn?” Yama is one of the many love interests in the first volume, which amused me enough that I had to read (not, you know, for any other reasons). The king of the netherworld thought his love was strong enough to change the chaos god, but I don’t think that’s going to work out for him.
“What? Oh, you mean Hùndùn.” I had said it like it rhymes with Funyun, but Mary’s pronunciation is more like hwen-thwen.
I had said it as a joke, but then suddenly I flash back to that weird encounter yesterday, with the nearly naked man who suddenly ran into traffic. “Wait. My dad told me this weird story that my grandpa told him when he was little. He said Hùndùn had no face, but then these two other guys drilled a bunch of holes into it.”
“That’s an old Taoist parable.”
“Remember that guy on the road yesterday? He said he saw the one without a face. Could that have been Hùndùn?”
Mary literally puts her chin in her hands, like that statue of the thinking guy. She takes her laptop and searches “Hundun” into the search engine. Before my eyes have even had time to glaze over, she clicks on one of the results. It seems to be a big list of names, including the legendary faceless one, and her eyes widen.
“Oh my gosh. This is it. It’s Hùndùn.”
“So the hot chaos god from that webcomic is behind all of this?” Even though it was my guess, I still don’t understand what this means. “What’s he going to do, romance everyone on the planet until he’s taken over the world?”
“I wish. It’s probably not hot and it’s not exactly a god. Some sources describe it as a monster, others say it’s simply primordial chaos from which the rest of the world emerged. The webcomic isn’t very accurate—there’s a lot of discourse in the Chaos Chronicles fandom about it.”
“But my dad said Hùndùn died when the other guys drilled those holes into him.”
“Like I said, that’s just a parable. A lot of classical texts use Hùndùn as a metaphor for the formlessness before the earth and heavens came into being, kind of like the Big Bang theory. But that doesn’t mean it died when the universe was created. What if it’s been deep, deep underground, in Dìyù, and has been slowly digging its way out over millennia? Heck, that could explain why so many weird things have been happening. You know, like how there are tiny earthquakes and other seismic activity before a huge volcanic eruption—maybe these are little bursts of chaos before the big one.”
“But … does it mean that they’re coming? Is the world going to end?”
“Of course not. In Chinese cosmology, time is cyclical, not linear. That means the world never ends, it just starts a new cycle,” Mary says, which manages to be even less reassuring than Spiders rain all the time in Australia. “But obviously, that could still be pretty bad for us, to put it mildly. We have to go to Hollywood this weekend and stop it soon.”
“How? If Yama can’t contain it, how are we supposed to? We don’t even have the Staff anymore.”
“Zhong Liang died babbling that nothing made in this world can stop what’s coming. But then I remembered that the Spindle of Fate was made in Heaven, right? Because it belonged to the Weaver Girl from the story of the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl. I asked Dad if it might be able to sew up the hellhole, and he said he can’t be sure without knowing exactly how the Spindle works, but it might.”
“But the Spindle of Fate needs time to cool off between threads or they’ll get entangled. Based on what Mom told me, it still needs to recharge for a few weeks.”
“You don’t have to make a thread of fate, though, right? Like, you’re not changing anyone’s fate. You just need the Spindle to produce a heavenly thread that is strong enough to seal up the hole and block its escape route. It’s still our best shot.”
“But…”
But I can’t because I’ll be in Las Vegas this weekend.
“I’m sorry, I can’t do this weekend. But I’m sure you can figure something else out to stop Hùndùn.”
“Why not?” Mary demands. And okay, her demon cluster hyperfixations did help me get the demon qì, so I kind of do owe her one for that. But the fact that this kid who has to go looking for problems because she doesn’t have any of her own thinks she can just walk into my aunt’s house and expect me to drop everything is really, really getting on my nerves. “By next week, it could be too late. And you might be the only person who can stop what’s coming! How can you just say no, you won’t save the world because you don’t feel like it?”
“But you don’t even know that! Your dad said it might work.”
“Isn’t Kevin’s birthday party this weekend?” Mary retorts, and I freeze. “You’re going to be in Hollywood anyway, right? And there won’t be any adult supervision with his mom doing revenge. We can totally go to the freeway and sew up the hellhole.”
Oh, crap. I totally forgot that Kevin’s party is this weekend, too. When I’m going to be in Nevada.
For a moment, I wonder if I should forget about the field trip. The Gambler is getting married to my aunt—I can slip the elixir into his drink at the wedding. But I don’t consider this for too long before I shut it down. For one, sending my aunt’s husband to Dìyù, on her wedding day, just feels a little too messed up. And second, if I have to wait that long to avenge my mom, I’m going to snap like a thread that’s been stretched too tight.
“I actually can’t make it,” I say, trying not to think about how I’m going to have to break the news to Kevin that I’m ditching him, too. I had talked to him this morning, and he said his bird stings were healing fast enough that he could still have his party. “I forgot I’m going on a field trip to Nevada this weekend.”
“No, you aren’t,” Mary retorts. “You don’t care about the field trip!”
“How do you…,” I start, before remembering that Mary was there when I was going off about Thida to Kevin. Of course she was listening and of course she remembered it.
“I changed my mind,” I say, my jaw tight. “If you really think it’s so important, then why don’t you go to one of the Elders who actually knows what they’re doing? And why wait till the weekend? If it’s so urgent, call Alpha and tell him to take us to Hollywood right now—”
I’m cut off by a sudden thump! as if a bird just flew into the window. But when I lift the blinds, it turns out to be a ball of yellow-and-black striped spiders. Most of them were squashed by the impact of the collision, but some of their legs are still twitching. I quickly shut the blinds again.
“Okay, I guess not today,” I say with a shudder. Even if Mary has more of those anti-venom charms, it would take me a while to sew a thread big enough to stitch across a huge sinkhole, and that’s a long time to be on the side of the road knowing spiders could fall on my head any second.
“I told you, Alpha has a group project due on Friday and I’m doing all the work.” For someone so smart, Mary can be comically oblivious. “As for the Guilds…” Mary sighs. “Why do you think I’ve been working with you instead of the Guilds about the fugitive and the hellhole? The Elders don’t take me seriously. I mean, they know I’m smart, but it’s like how everyone claps at how talented Wood Elder’s great-grandson is for a six-year-old. And, well, I thought…”
“What?”
“I thought we were friends.”
I stare at her for a moment, thinking it’s some weird joke. But Mary looks dead serious, and suddenly very small. I remember how defensive Mary got when Alpha called her out for only being friends with her own past lives. She acted like she was cool with it, so I thought she was just embarrassed to be put on the spot like that. But is that what this is really about?
“Go home, Mary. Thanks for the durian.”
“But—”
Before she can argue with me, I grab my backpack and take out the form that I’d stuffed inside two weeks ago.
“Hey, Auntie Kathie?” I shout. “Can you sign something for me?”







FOURTEEN
THE POWER OF FRIENDSHIP
After Mary leaves, I know I need to call Kevin to let him know I won’t be coming to his party. He’s staying with Dr. Fang’s friend while he recovers from the bird stings, so he isn’t in school. Still, I keep putting off calling him until it’s almost time for dinner. And even then, I hesitate for a long time before I finally hit the call button.
“Hey, Kevin. How are you doing?”
“Hey, Evie! Oh man, am I glad to hear your voice! I haven’t been able to watch TV or look at my phone because it still hurts to open my eyes, so it’s been pretty boring,” he says, cheerfully stabbing a hundred needles into my heart. “But otherwise I just feel numb, though, instead of pain all over, which Dr. Bao says is a good sign!”
“That’s, uh, good,” I say, wanting to die.
“Yeah, she’s really nice. I told her she could drop me off at home, but she insisted on letting me stay with her; she said she couldn’t just let me go back to my empty apartment. She said I have really strong qì, so I’ll probably be feeling all better in three days, tops. The swelling might take longer to go back to normal, though. I told Leslie I canceled the party, but I really just didn’t want them to see me when I look this gross. So it’s going to just be you and me. Oh, and Dr. Bao!”
You’ve got to be kidding me. For someone with the power to change fate, it always seems to be out to get me.
“I’m really sorry, but I can’t make your party, either. My grandma fell.” Both parts of that statement are technically true, but not together. It feels kind of gross using my grandma’s medical issue as an excuse, but it feels a little less gross than telling him I’m ditching him, too, for something I already told him I don’t really even care about.
“Oh no! Is she okay?”
“Yeah. She’s fine. I’m staying at my aunt’s house right now, but Dad is just a little concerned.”
“Oh, good.” Kevin is silent for a while. “Um. Evie? Is that really true?”
“What?”
“Mary’s been calling all the Warriors about the hellhole. She said the reason you’re not making it is because you’re going on that field trip with Thida?”
Well, that confirms I was completely right not to trust Mary. “Oh. Um, about that—”
“Hey, I’m not mad. I get it, she’s your best friend. But you could have just told me.”
It becomes so quiet, you could hear a needle pricking a demon. I could just lie and tell him I didn’t want to admit I was ditching him after his mom already had. But I think he deserves more than that. I can’t tell him everything, but I already got the elixir from Dr. Fang. And Kevin might be a bit careless, but I trust him not to intentionally spill my secret, and he’s currently on bed rest in some random Alchemist’s house.
But my aunt is just in the other room, making dinner. I grab an umbrella and head outside.
“Kevin? Can you keep a secret?”
“What? Um, I can try.”
“I’m not ditching you for the stupid field trip. I’m ditching to avenge my mom.”
As soon as I’ve told him, I feel like some of the huge weight I’ve been carrying has been taken off me. It’s instant, like when I was drowning in blood in Dìyù and touching the red string necklace Mom made for me gave me a sudden feeling of clarity. After carrying this inside for so long, it’s a relief to let it out. But it doesn’t last long.
“What?”
I tell him the truth, as best as I can. Still, I don’t tell him who exactly I’m going after, just that I can’t tell my aunt because she would kill him and go to prison.
“It wasn’t an accident. I found out the truth in Dìyù. I made a deal with Dr. Fang and she got me—she got me a way to take care of it. But the guy who did it lives in Las Vegas, and I needed a way to get it to him.”
“Evie, please, don’t.”
“Be serious. You can’t ask me that.”
“I can’t imagine what you’ve been going through, Evie, but this is a bad idea. This is a bad, terrible idea.”
“I couldn’t save her. If I can’t avenge her, either, what am I good for? I’m just a nepo baby who was stupid enough to run into Dìyù because I believed a demon.”
“What are you even talking about? You help your dad, you take care of your family.” His voice cracks, and he swallows so loud I can hear it over the phone.
“What else am I supposed to do? Just let him go? What if he kills my aunt?”
Kevin is silent for a moment. “Um. So when I was in fifth grade, I came back home from school one day to find Snake tied up in our living room. Snake, as in one of the Zodiac Killers who murdered my dad. Mom had taped a note to her forehead saying not to untie her or listen to anything she said until she got home. I tried to ignore her and just stay in my room, but I had to come out to use the bathroom, and Snake had managed to undo the gag in her mouth. She begged me to let her go, and—and I did. But when she escaped, she ran into my uncle, who was running over to check on us after Mom told him what she was up to. And she panicked and thought it was Mom, and she stabbed him.”
Oh my gosh. I feel awful for Kevin, but that only hardens my resolve. “Kevin, I’m so sorry. But—I mean, isn’t that my point? You showed this person mercy, and she hurt your uncle. Just like she killed your dad.”
“I didn’t do it because I felt sorry for her. I … I did it because in that moment, I was angrier with my mom than at Snake. I was so sick of Mom always putting revenge over me.”
Kevin’s voice cracks, and I wonder if that’s the first time he’s told anyone that, or even admitted it to himself. “I’m not asking you to forgive him. I could never do that. But I just don’t think—I can’t watch you go down the same path as her.”
“Okay,” I say, my voice hardening. “That’s why I didn’t ask you to watch me.”
“Evie—”
The line goes dead, and it’s only when Kevin tries to call me back and I automatically reject his call that I realize that it’s because I hung up. I stand there, shaking with anger—no, that’s not it—for a moment before I return inside.
“Evie! What were you doing outside?” Auntie Kathie cries from the kitchen, which smells like wonton soup. “Close the door before a spider gets in!”
“Sorry, Auntie Kathie, I was just checking on Kevin and couldn’t hear over the exhaust fan,” I reply, putting on a fake smile. “Dinner smells so good!”

I was worried the field trip might be canceled with all the bizarre things happening, but to my relief it isn’t. There’s a rumor going around that parents were asked whether they wanted to pull out, but a lot of them decided they actually wanted to send their kids out of state for the weekend in case things get any weirder. And it does. When I step inside the bus on Friday, everyone is holding up their phones.
“What’s going on?” The streets are now free of spiders, thank Heaven, but the fog is starting to change colors. Not like right in front of you or anything, but some people have taken videos of patches of fog suddenly shifting from yellow to green or even red, like how the venomous birds turn brilliant colors when they catch the light. No one’s been able to verify if they’re real, though, so my dad still thinks it’s either a trick of the light or people posting edited videos for clout.
Thida, wearing a Boy Scout shirt she got from the thrift store, looks up. “There’s an eclipse. Don’t try to take a picture of it, though. It’ll burn your camera.”
“I didn’t hear anything about an eclipse.”
“That’s because no one expected one.” Thida says it in her usual unbothered-samurai voice, but she doesn’t drop any rational explanation, which can only be because she can’t think of one. It’s kind of funny an eclipse that scientists couldn’t see coming perturbs her more than spiders falling from the sky, but I remember what Mary said about little bursts of chaos before the big one. That’s not my problem anymore, though, so I sit down next to Thida.
“So, uh, rocks. We’re gonna see some rocks.” It’s too hot today to go to Red Rock Canyon in the afternoon when we arrive in Nevada, so we’re going to stay overnight and head to the park tomorrow. Today we’re just vibing in the hotel after lunch, which gives me more than enough time to sneak out to Las Vegas.
Thida doesn’t say anything. At first I think she’s transfixed by the sudden eclipse, like everyone else on the bus. But then we get moving and she still doesn’t say a word to me. That blindsides me, honestly. Usually when Thida has a problem with me, she has zero problem telling it to my face.
“Are you mad at me?” If she is, I’d rather have it out in the open. Otherwise this is going to be a long four-hour bus ride.
Thida sighs. “Yeah. But I feel like a jerk for saying anything, so I’m not going to.”
“Why? Because my mom is dead? Are you really calling me out on my dead mom privilege?”
We’re dead silent for a moment, the accusation hanging in the air between us. But then I lose it and laugh, and Thida shakes her head. “You’re such a jerk sometimes.”
That’s more like the best friend I know. “Come on. Tell me how much I suck. I dare you.” I’m playing around, but I also kind of mean it. I know they mean well, but I’m getting kind of sick of everyone acting like I could punch them in the face and they’d just go, Aww, poor baby, her mom is dead. It makes me want to punch someone just so they might punch me back.
“You don’t suck. I just miss you.”
That blindsides me again. I’m not used to Thida being squishy. Thida is usually as squishy as a cactus. But why wouldn’t she be? She’s always been straight with me and I’ve always liked that about her. It’s just that usually she’s blunt about calling you out to your face and not about … having feelings.
To be honest, I think the feelings might be more uncomfortable.
“I know you have to help your dad out, and it’s not your fault my parents won’t let me ride my skateboard anymore because of the fog, but you’re always busy with your new Guilds friends.”
“Wait—are you afraid I’m going to ditch you for the Guilds? Is that why you’ve been so hung up on this stupid field trip? I don’t even like the Guilds.”
“Really? You don’t like Kevin Chengsson? The boy who went to Dìyù with you?”
For a moment, I stare at her, stunned. Is that really what this is about? “Wait. You—are you jealous of Kevin?”
“What? No.”
“Yeah, I didn’t think so, either. You’re salty because I asked you not to come to Dìyù with me, right?” By now we’re getting funny looks from the other kids on the bus, but I’m too angry to calm down. “Well, you weren’t missing out on much in literal Hell.”
Thida is silent for a moment, and then she explodes.
“You—you think I was upset because I felt left out? Evie, do you have any idea how scared I was when you were down there? I was just sitting in your aunt’s apartment for hours while my best friend was in, oh yeah, literal Hell. I had no idea what you were going through down there, I had no way to contact you because that phone didn’t work, and then the last thing I hear from you is that everyone was chasing you, and we begged you to come home, and you just told us no. And then that’s it. You didn’t come back for almost three hours after that. Three. Hours.”
Thida has always been the steadiest person in my life, but now her voice is shaking. I’ve never seen or heard my best friend like this, and it shakes me to my core.
When I’d come back from Dìyù, I was too grief-stricken over losing Mom again to think about how Thida must have felt, waiting for me to come home. It wasn’t like I was having the time of my life in Dìyù, but I was always on the move, focused on surviving and finding Mom. But now I think about how I would feel if all I could do was sit there, waiting and feeling helpless while someone I love was in Dìyù.
Oh no.
“Thida, I’m—”
But my best friend—if that’s what we still are—cuts me off.
“Sorry if I was being annoying by asking you about the field trip over and over. I don’t know. I figured you kept forgetting to ask your dad because you had PTSD or something, and I guess I just never stopped worrying about you.”
She puts her headphones in and turns away before I can say what I want to say: I’m sorry.

It’s a long four-hour ride to Nevada.







FIFTEEN
VEGAS
When we arrive in Nevada, it’s almost one o’clock. Since Las Vegas is so close to Red Rock Canyon, our hotel is just outside the Strip, so it’s easy to sneak out after lunch. We’re on a buddy system, but Thida isn’t really paying attention to me, so I literally just walk out.
When I arrive on the Strip, I fish a Weaver spool with hot-pink thread from my pocket (I convinced Auntie Kathie to give me one in case I “got lost” in Red Rock), and tell it, “Take me to The Gambler.” When it rolls straight toward an Elvis impersonator on the sidewalk, crooning “Can’t Help Falling in Love” and handing out flyers to random couples for “drive-through weddings,” I realize I should probably be a little more specific, considering I’m in Vegas. So I tell the spool The Gambler’s name, and sure enough, it starts rolling in the opposite direction.
I look around. The entire Strip is only four miles long, so if he’s at the casino (which seems like a solid guess), he’s probably not far. And I’ve been here loads of times. But I’ve always been here with family, and that was when I was really little—the last time I was here was before the pandemic, when I was younger than my sister is now. I remind myself that I’ve been in Dìyù, that I can handle tourists and a few mostly harmless weirdos, but my brain stubbornly reminds me that there I wasn’t alone, at least not for most of the journey.
Because Kevin was with me.
Well, no use thinking about that now. I take off after the spool and into the streets of Las Vegas.
One thing in Vegas that I’m not familiar with is the Nevada heat, since I’ve always come to visit Auntie Kathie during the winter holidays. After walking a few blocks, I’m dripping with sweat. Otherwise, the city looks about the same as I remember: the same iconic resorts and high-rise buildings, the water fountains in front of the Bellagio hotel that dance to music, the unlit neon signs that light up the city in a multitude of flashy colors at night. Even some of the posters and advertisements for different attractions around the Strip are familiar, like Cirque du Soleil shows and the trucks adorned with giant photos of shirtless men that used to make me giggle uncontrollably. Wandering the City of Sin does feel a little more intimidating alone, though. There aren’t as many families as I remember, since it’s not summer or Christmas break, making the city feel less like a huge tourist attraction and more like, well, like wandering around a strange city alone.
After I’ve been following the spool for about thirty minutes, I leave the Strip entirely and find myself in front of an old-fashioned roadside burger joint across the street called the Five Aces. It’s one of those tiny restaurants with tables outside, like the In-N-Out in Avalon, but with a huge neon sign showing a giant disembodied hand holding four ace playing cards and an extra up the sleeve. Sitting out in the heat with a cup of soda is The Gambler.
He’s wearing a white suit—way overdressed for a fast-food joint that doesn’t even have tables inside, but probably cool in a casino. And I hate to say it, but the suit is very well tailored. Mom would appreciate that even when it’s her own killer wearing it.
The Gambler’s eyes widen. His eyelashes are so thick, it’s like black flowers unfurling, and I realize he’s seen me. During the bus ride over here, I had racked my brain, trying to think of an explanation as to why I’m in Las Vegas without the rest of my family anywhere in sight. But finally I just say, “Surprise?”
He looks just that, surprised. But he doesn’t ask me what I’m doing here. “Have you eaten yet?” he says finally.
It’s an innocent question, but it’s a little weird to hear out of The Gambler’s mouth. That’s exactly what Āh Mā asks me first thing whenever we see her or she calls, no matter what time of day it is. It’s like how Chinese people say “How are you?”
I shake my head no, and The Gambler says, “I’ll buy you something.” I walk over and stick my arm out, “accidentally” knocking his cup over with my elbow. Since it has a straw and a cover, I have to knock it over extra hard to make sure all the soda falls out.
“Oh, I’m so sorry. I’ll get you a refill. Coke or Pepsi?”
I vomit the words out, and he looks at me strangely. “You don’t have to—”
“No, it’s fine,” I say quickly, grabbing his cup and heading to the window to order two sodas before he can beat me to it.
I unbutton my shorts pocket, take out the hand sanitizer bottle with Dr. Fang’s elixir, and after looking over my shoulder to make sure The Gambler isn’t watching, add several drops to his cup.
“Here you go,” I say, returning to The Gambler’s table with both drinks in hand. I take a sip from the cup without the elixir.
Every cell of my body feels like it’s vibrating as I set both cups on the bright turquoise table. Even though they’re full of soda, I do it as carefully as if I’m handling cups of steaming-hot tea full straight to the brim. My hands have gotten steadier from helping Dad out at the tailor shop and spinning The Gambler’s thread of fate, but when I set them down, I see that my fingers are twitching. Does he notice?
I sit down on the bench directly across from him, but there’s a bouquet on it with roses made out of playing cards, so I sit on the other end next to it. I tell myself not to stare as The Gambler reaches out and, after what I think is a moment’s hesitation but could just be time seeming to slow to a crawl, takes the cup.
The Gambler blinks, his long eyelashes fluttering, and I realize I’ve been staring at him for at least a good minute. His fingers are still wrapped around his cup, but his grip is tense, like he’s been watching me watching him. If he didn’t suspect something was up before, he definitely does now. Maybe he doesn’t think I would do something so drastic as poison him, but he might think I put salt in it or something as a mean prank.
I want to kick myself for giving my intentions away so easily, for fumbling my revenge so close to the finish line. This guy makes money off of how well he can read people’s faces. Of course he would be weirded out by me staring at him like I want to rip those pretty eyelashes out one by one.
But then I hear a familiar voice behind me. “Evie?”
When I turn around, I see Auntie Kathie, holding a tray of burgers and fries and wearing a vintage red polka dot dress.
“What are you doing here?” I blurt out, as she approaches our table and pops a kiss on The Gambler’s cheek.
Auntie Kathie’s face flushes almost as red as her dress and her matching lipstick. Her makeup looks a little sweaty in the desert heat, but otherwise she looks fabulous—she’s gotten her hair done, and her dress has been perfectly tailored to her growing belly.
“Your dad called me this morning to say he can take your sister home after school today,” she says, which is a relief, I guess, but totally doesn’t answer my question.
Suddenly it hits me: The Gambler’s suit, the flowers. Las Vegas. My aunt’s red dress—because red is the color of happiness and good fortune in Chinese culture, it’s also traditionally the color that Chinese brides wear, not white.
“Are … are you in Vegas to get married?!”
Auntie Kathie opens her mouth, closes it, then opens it again on a sigh. “We’ll still have the wedding, so your sister can wear her flower-girl dress, but yes, after your dad called I … I decided to drive to Las Vegas so we can elope. What are you doing here?”
The Gambler has been silent, still clutching his cup without taking a sip, but suddenly he cocks his head and glances at Auntie Kathie. “She didn’t come with you?”
She shakes her head. “Oh, Evie, did you come here to try to stop me?” I don’t deny it, because it’s as good an explanation as any. “I know you have your thoughts on the matter, but … wow, it’s hot.”
Her voice trailing off, she fans herself with both hands, to avoid wiping off her makeup with her sweat. The Gambler’s eyes dart toward me, then he silently pushes his Coke toward her.
“Thanks, honey,” she says, reaching for the cup.
“No!” I cry out, lunging for it. Auntie Kathie and The Gambler gape at me as I knock the cup out of her grasp.







SIXTEEN
ALL IN
“Evie!” Auntie Kathie’s voice becomes even higher. “What did you do?”
My mind races as I try to think of how to answer that. “I … I peed in it.” That’s really bad, bad enough that hopefully they won’t realize it’s not as bad as what I really did.
My aunt’s eyes pop out. “Evie!”
“It was a messed-up prank, I’m really sorry—”
“What? No, you didn’t,” Auntie Kathie retorts. “I just got out of the restroom and I didn’t see you.”
“Um, I did it at home—”
“You had a Five Aces cup lying around at home?” My aunt picks up the now-empty cup from the gravel, which is branded with the same logo as on the sign. “How would you even know we’d be having lunch here?”
“Forget it, Kathie,” The Gambler says. “You know there’s a saying about what happens in Vegas.”
But Auntie Kathie persists. “What did you really put in that drink?”
My voice has gone as dry as the Nevada heat. “I…”
The Gambler looks at me, his hands twitching. Why would he come to my defense just now? And then it hits me: It’s because he suspects I know the truth.
I twist my red string pendant, feeling paralyzed. I had planned to keep my promise to Mom not to let Auntie Kathie find out—I’d been so careful, in fact, I wouldn’t tell anyone else, either. But when I made that promise, he had ditched her and was living in another state. Would I have made that promise if I had known that I would come home from Dìyù to find that he’d come crawling back to ask her to marry him? And now my carefully laid plan has spilled out on the ground with the Coke. I’m probably not going to get another chance, and my aunt is about to get married to him. Not a month from now, right now.
Still, I hesitate. I’d already broken one promise to my mom—two if you count Larry, I guess. But I can’t keep this one anymore. Maybe I don’t have responsibility like Dr. Fang said, or maybe I’m just not strong enough. But I’ve already changed their fate to prevent the worst from happening. Maybe I failed to avenge my mom, but I can’t fail my aunt and just watch her marry her sister’s killer and say nothing. What’s that thing they say at weddings, speak now or forever hold your peace?
I take a deep breath, then let it out. “He killed Mom.”
For a moment, Auntie Kathie says nothing, my accusation—the truth—hanging in the air like the smell of hot fries, which fans are probably blowing out from the restaurant. Then she bursts into a disbelieving laugh. “What—where did you get that idea?”
“Mom told me.” I add sharply, “In Dìyù.”
Now The Gambler—who has just been sitting this whole time, not touching his fries—looks as confused as Auntie Kathie. He must think I’m delusional, but my aunt’s mouth steadily drops, like a scroll unfurling, as the truth dawns on her.
“I didn’t tell you because—” But before I can even figure out how to explain, I’m interrupted by a feral shriek coming from my aunt.
“Kathie, you—you can’t believe that,” The Gambler says, which would be pretty hard to argue with if I hadn’t actually talked to the spirit of my mom in the netherworld. But my aunt doesn’t point that out, nor does she try to argue with him.
Instead, she just goes straight for his neck.
“I’LL KILL YOU!” she screams as she lunges at him. His arms shoot out and hold her away, but he refrains from shoving her, probably not wanting to knock her over when she’s pregnant.
An old white dude with long hair and extremely tight snakeskin pants walks past on the sidewalk and sees them struggling, but doesn’t intervene. “Looks like you got yourself a keeper there, son!” he shouts at The Gambler, flashing him finger guns as he goes by.
The Gambler gives a tight smile in return. He doesn’t seem too concerned, either. “You are something, you know that?” he says to my aunt, when the guy is gone. He’s managed to grab hold of my aunt’s wrists, though again he doesn’t seem to be holding on very hard. “A minute ago you were ready to elope, and now you’re not even going to hear me out.” I can’t believe my ears—the worthless jerk actually has the nerve to sound hurt.
I whisper, “Auntie Kathie, come on. We—we can talk about this later.”
But my aunt breaks free of The Gambler’s grip. She pulls up her swing skirt, revealing her amazing ex-showgirl leg—and a switchblade strapped to a frilly blue garter on her thigh. With a flick of the wrist, the knife is released, and she swings forward, aiming straight for The Gambler’s neck.
But then she comes to a sudden stop. She bends forward on her knees, a pained expression on her face. Her free hand grips her belly, and she looks down.
Then she screams.
I bolt around the table and run to my aunt’s side. “What’s going on? Are you okay, Auntie Kathie?”
But my aunt is too distraught to answer. Only when she wails, “This can’t be happening now!” and falls over backward on the hot gravel, the switchblade falling from her hands, do I realize—she’s going into labor.

“This can’t be happening!” Auntie Kathie screams again, looking down at her lower body in disbelief. “My due date isn’t for another seven weeks!”
At first, I’m still too stunned by this turn of events to fully process what’s happening. It feels so random and outrageous, like something out of a soap opera. But then I see my aunt’s switchblade lying on the ground, and I realize with horror that there might be a reason this is happening now.
My aunt just found out The Gambler killed her sister. In response, she flew into a rage and tried to kill him, just like my mom saw she would do in the Court of the Wrongful Dead in Dìyù. But at her behest, I spun a thread of fate that would prevent exactly this outcome … and so fate intervened.
Meaning this is my fault. I brought this about, with all my all-nighters spent with my mom’s silent ghost and the Spindle of Fate. I didn’t mean to, and I sure as Dìyù didn’t want to. But none of that changes the fact that I did, with my own hands.
“What do I do?” When I panic, my voice gets higher, which I normally find embarrassing, but I’m too frantic to care. How early is too early? Could Auntie Kathie’s kid have long-term health complications? And what about my aunt? Is such an early birth dangerous to her, too? We just started our unit on reproduction in biology, but I only know that because I had to ask Dad to sign the permission slip. I’ve barely been paying attention in class because I’ve been so tired and so focused on The Gambler.
But I can’t panic now—right now Auntie Kathie needs me, and so does her baby on the way. I take a deep breath, then run my fingers over the knots of my red string pendant like Āh Mā does with her prayer beads—I discovered this has the effect of calming me down and clearing my head during a very scary moment in Dìyù. Sure enough, my racing heart slows to a more reasonable pace, and I feel my breathing get more regular. I pull out my phone and call 911.
“Hello? Operator? My aunt is going into labor.” I put the phone on speaker, so Auntie Kathie can cut in if I have to ask her something. “We’re in front of the Five Aces, that’s a burger stand, just off the Strip—”
“Slow down, kid,” the operator cuts in. I hadn’t realized I’d said all of that in one breath until I stop and realize I’m panting.
I start again. “I need an ambulance—”
But again, the operator cuts me off. “I’m really sorry, sweetie, but the roads are all blocked.”
“Blocked? But I just got here an hour ago—we’re literally on the side of the road!” I glance up to make sure, then add, “They look fine!”
“Haven’t you seen the news?” They sound as frazzled as I am, even though they’re not the one calling 911. “A lot of really weird things are happening. If it’s not an emergency, we can’t send anything out right now.”
“My aunt isn’t due for seven weeks! It’s an emergency!”
“Is a grown-up with you? Tell them to get your aunt to the nearest hospital and try to avoid the freeway. I’m really sorry to leave you hanging like this, kid, but we’re totally overwhelmed.”
“You’re overwhelmed?” I say incredulously. “My aunt is going into labor in front of a fast-food restaurant!”
The operator adds, not unkindly, “I’m sure she’ll be fine, all right? I know this seems very big and frightening, but childbirth is totally natural. Humans have been doing it for thousands of years.”
“Didn’t a lot of them die before modern medicine?”
“Most of the time labor takes hours. We’re talking up to twenty-four hours if it’s your aunt’s first pregnancy,” the operator continues, sidestepping my question. “It’s not like my mom’s telenovelas where ladies are always popping one out faster than they can get to the hospital. That does happen in real life, but it’s very rare. I’ve been working as a dispatcher for twenty years and I’ve never heard of it, not once.” That makes me feel more at ease, for a moment. But then I remember that this isn’t a natural turn of events: This was brought about by the Spindle of Fate. “If you can’t get to the hospital when she’s delivering, or if you or your aunt think something might be wrong, pull over and do not be afraid of the one without a face. He was here long before your world, and he will dance after you are gone.”
“But—wait, what did you say?”
Instead of answering, the operator breaks into a string of curses. “Someone found what in their where? I’m sorry to leave you hanging, kid, but I really got to go. Good luck to you and your aunt.”
The line goes dead. I stare at my phone screen, not entirely sure what just happened. I only know that help isn’t coming.
In my panic, I don’t notice that The Gambler is still here until I hear my aunt shriek—she’d been periodically screaming in frustration for a while now, the contractions seeming to come faster, but this scream is different, feral, furious.
“Don’t you touch me!” she screams, and I feel a primal sense of horror when I turn around and see The Gambler standing over my aunt, who is lying on the gravel with her long legs splayed out in front of her. She swings at him when he reaches for her, her lucky red nails and her ring nearly scratching his face, but then winces on another contraction.
Blood boiling, I shout, “Get away from her!” I rush to pick up Auntie Kathie’s switchblade from the ground, prepared to charge forward and put it right between The Gambler’s pretty eyelashes.
Immediately he lurches upright and takes a step back from my aunt, holding his hands up in the air. “Someone has to get my fiancée to a doctor.”
The Gambler slides his arm under Auntie Kathie’s knees, the other around her shoulders, and gently lifts her off the ground. She bursts into tears, and my gut feels like a sinkhole opened up inside it. Because he’s right. Help isn’t coming, and I can’t carry Auntie Kathie to the hospital myself. I guess I could try and see if the staff at the Five Aces could help deliver the baby, but my aunt is seven weeks early. I do a quick Google search and let out a breath when I see that most babies that early will make it, but a lot of them have to stay in the hospital for a while, often for breathing assistance. That means even if the delivery itself goes smoothly, her newborn child will still need to go to the hospital to make sure they’re okay.
My aunt has stopped struggling. She’s too focused on her labor pains, which are coming faster now. The Gambler carries her around the restaurant to the parking lot. His car is as black as the ace of spades, which is going to be a nightmare in this heat. I follow him and slide into the back seat, right behind the driver’s side.
“If you hurt my aunt, I’ll stab you in the neck.” After I’ve fastened my seat belt, I whip out Auntie Kathie’s switchblade, holding it up so The Gambler can see it in the rearview mirror.
His piercing eyes look at mine. “I believe you.”
Without another word, he starts the engine and heads off down the road.
Mom always told me not to get into cars with shady men, so I guess this is another time I’m going to have to ignore her.







SEVENTEEN
FLIP
For a professional risk-taker, The Gambler is a very careful driver. Even in this extremely urgent moment, he doesn’t rush—in fact, he always stays at least five miles under the speed limit. It reminds me of—well, Mom, and how Dad would say she always drove like the highway patrol was right behind her.
At first I get impatient. I almost yell at him to go faster, but then Auntie Kathie moans, and I realize he’s being safer by not speeding in a panic with my pregnant aunt aboard, in a city where people go to have a wild time. So I keep my mouth shut and try to suppress my urge to scream at him.
According to The Gambler’s phone, which is propped up in a stand on the dashboard, the nearest hospital is ten minutes away. But we haven’t been driving far when he apparently loses signal, and the voice command stops reading the directions.
The Gambler pulls over, then looks at his phone. Again, very safe. After a wordless moment, he turns to me. “Look up the Elite Medical Center and read me the directions.”
That name is giving Reliable Quality Tailoring energy. Trying to ignore the feeling deep in me that violently objects to doing anything this guy says, I set the switchblade down and pull up Google Maps. Despite the voice command, I keep an eye on the streets and directions so I can tell him when to turn.
But it keeps rerouting, and after fifteen minutes, when we wind up back in front of the Five Aces, it sinks in that we’ve been driving around in circles.
Auntie Kathie had been too focused on her labor pains to pay attention to where we’ve been going, but when she looks up and sees the familiar sign outside her window, she curses. “Weren’t we just here?”
“What’s going on?” Agitated, I look at my phone. I’ve been watching each turn and intersection like a hawk, swiping away all notifications that came up on my screen without even reading them.
The Gambler doesn’t respond, just turns around and drives back toward the Strip. But then he suddenly slams on the brakes.
As I catch my breath, I notice the switchblade on the floor, and I’m glad I wasn’t holding it when he hit the brakes. In the hectic moment, I hadn’t realized why he’d come to such a sudden stop until I look up and see a flock of flamingos crossing the middle of the highway.
“What on earth?” Auntie Kathie says. Stupefied, we wait for the candy-pink birds to cross. They look like they’ve walked right off the neon Flamingo hotel sign back on the Strip.
The Gambler puts the hazard lights on before resuming driving. He drives even more carefully than before, but then veers to the side when a truck comes flying toward us. And by flying, I mean literally flying through the air.
My heart starts to race. For a moment, I see scenes from Dìyù flashing before my eyes, and I wonder if that’s because I’m going there soon. But The Gambler manages to change lanes out of the path of the truck. I get to see the driver throwing himself out the door and doing a barrel roll right in the middle of the road as the truck sails through the air, crashes, and explodes.
“Help!” The truck driver waves his arms, wincing from the pain of eating hot asphalt. He looks understandably agitated, but he doesn’t seem drunk or like he’s having a nervous breakdown or anything, which is what I might expect from someone who somehow got his vehicle to soar through the air. A tour bus pulls up then and comes to a stop to help him, but suddenly they all stop to look at their phones.
My phone, The Gambler’s, and Auntie Kathie’s are all going off, too. I look at the notification that’s popped up on the screen, along with the blaring emergency alarm:
EMERGENCY ALERT. Stay or head indoors as soon as possible. If you are on the road, pull over or get home as soon as you are able. Drive slowly and be on guard for strange phenomena.
We are not sure what is happening at this time, either, but we advise everyone in the area to be extra cautious.
“Oh, that’s helpful!” Auntie Kathie screams in frustration, then in pain. “What is going on today?”
I’m as confounded as she is. Could the Spindle of Fate really be causing all of this? Making Auntie Kathie go into labor seemed like more than enough to stop her from killing him. This just seems excessive.
But then I realize with a sinking feeling what’s really going on. It’s … chaos.
Another anguished scream pierces the air, but this time it isn’t Auntie Kathie.
The Gambler hits the steering wheel in frustration. Then he does a U-turn before heading back to the Five Aces. After parking hastily, he flings open the passenger’s side door with much more urgency than he showed driving. Then he turns and lifts Auntie Kathie up off the seat, just like—well, just like a groom carrying his bride. By this point, my aunt is in too much pain to object.
“You’re going to carry her to the hospital?” As usual, The Gambler doesn’t answer, he just starts walking back toward the Strip. Carrying her looks a little awkward when she’s almost as tall as he is, and of course my aunt has gained a lot of weight with her pregnancy.
Auntie Kathie had been clutching her belly, periodically crying out in pain, but she looks at him then. “This doesn’t change anything,” she hisses.
He looks at her, his eyebrow cocked. “Want to bet on it?”
After we’ve been walking for about twenty minutes, we arrive at the Strip to find the streets nearly deserted. There are still people around—people come to this city to take risks, whether at the card tables or at the chapel, after all—but it’s eerie to see the normally bustling center of Las Vegas so empty.
That’s not the only strange phenomena we find. Neon signs are flickering on and off, even though it’s the afternoon. We pass the Bellagio—even with the streets so empty, The Gambler is careful about sticking to the sidewalk—and the water fountains, which are usually perfectly in sync with whatever pop song is playing at the moment, are totally off beat. Right now they’re bopping along to Blackpink, and I’m pretty sure it’s illegal in South Korea for a real K-pop group to be that uncoordinated. That’s not all that big a deal or anything, but it adds to the sense of things being off-kilter.
One thing we don’t find is the Elite Medical Center.
“Are we in the right place?” I pull up Google Maps and search for the hospital. Zero feet away, but no hospital is in sight.
“Yes.” The Gambler’s face still betrays no emotion, but there’s a newfound panic in his voice as he stares at the empty street in front of us. “It’s supposed to be here.”
“So what, the hospital just vanished into thin air?” Discreetly, I take out my spool from my pocket and tell it, “Take us to the Elite Medical Center.” I drop it …
And it doesn’t go anywhere.
I stare at the spool, motionless on the ground.
Did the Spindle of Fate cause the hospital to disappear, or is it another chaotic event before Hùndùn breaks out? I flash back to Dr. Fang’s story, and how the thread of fate my mom created for her friend’s granddaughter apparently caused the friend to have a stroke. Because the Spindle of Fate can’t make people do things they don’t want to do, so it has to create the circumstances that would lead to a certain outcome.
The flamingos and the trucks flying through the air feel like chaos. They’re really random, supernatural like the spider rain and the fog. But Auntie Kathie’s water breaking was so perfectly timed to stop her from killing The Gambler, that had to be the Spindle.
Mom had only seen what was originally fated to happen: Auntie Kathie killing The Gambler in an impulsive rage. But what if my aunt’s need for revenge is so strong, like Kevin’s mom’s, that it won’t pass in the heat of the moment? What if the only way that the Spindle could prevent her from killing him is … is …
If she dies?
I’m so caught up in my terrible thoughts that at first I don’t hear The Gambler urging me, “Look up the nearest hospital.” When I do, I find it’s a nearly ninety-minute walk.
The Gambler turns as white as his suit when I tell him. His shiny hair, which was looking especially moussed up for the wedding, glows with sweat.
“Call your doctor.” He sets Auntie Kathie down so she’s standing, then takes off his perfectly fitted jacket, which he’d still had on all this time despite the heat, and throws it over the sidewalk.
“But she’s premature,” I say, trying not to hyperventilate as he helps my aunt lie down across his jacket. “She should have a doctor with her in person.”
“Know any doctors in Vegas?” The Gambler looks at where the hospital is supposed to be.
Auntie Kathie shakes her head. Her voice shakes too as she says, “Dr. Villanueva’s out of town till next week.”
Mary! That kid is bound to have been at least one doctor in a previous life. I’ll just have to hope they’re not all PhDs.
She picks up immediately. “Evie!” I feel an unexpected twinge of guilt that she sounds relieved instead of mad. “Where have you been? I’ve called you, like, nine times!”
I don’t have time to point out that’s an unethical number of times to call someone, even though when my mom literally died, the police only called three times. “Have you ever been a doctor in one of your past lives? Or a nurse, or anybody who would know how to deliver a baby?”
“I was a village midwife in Hungary once. But—”
“I really, really need your help. My aunt has gone into labor. She came to Vegas with The Gambler to elope, that’s why they’re really here. We’ve been trying to get her to the hospital, but so many weird things are happening. They wouldn’t send an ambulance so we had to walk, but when we got here, the hospital—it’s just gone.”
It’s obviously not ideal to have Mary consulting over the phone, but it’s better than nothing.
Mary replies, “Send me a picture of your location. I’m with the Elders right now. I can be there in the time it takes Wood Elder to make a landscape painting of Vegas.”
My heart feels like it could burst. But before I can thank her, she says, “But, Evie … Hùndùn…”
Oh, can’t that wait? I want to snap. This is an ACTUAL emergency! Like a real one, not just in your big fat smart head!
But then Mary says, “That’s why all the weird things are happening.”
“Which means, what? The world is going to end?”
“I don’t know about that. But we have to contain it fast.”
My stomach sinks. “The 911 operator said labor can take up to twenty-four hours.” That had been a relief when we needed time to get her to a medical professional, but if Mary has to stay with her that long …
“I know,” says Mary, and even in this urgent situation, I can’t help rolling my eyes because it’s such an unnecessary thing to say. “I’ll stay with your aunt as long as it takes. That just means you’re going to have to stop Hùndùn.”
My heart just about stops, and considering how hard it was pounding since my aunt started going into labor, it gives me whiplash.
“But you don’t even know if that will work,” I protest, my voice weak.
“Maybe I don’t know,” Mary says, in that tone that suggests she might as well, because she isn’t wrong very often. “But you’re all I’ve got. I tried to call the Warriors, but pretty much all of them except Kevin have been waylaid by, and I quote, ‘explosive’ diarrhea.”
“What? How did that happen?”
Mary sighs. “I’m not going to name names, but from what I could infer, it seems someone thought it would be a nice birthday gift if all of Kevin’s childhood bullies spend the weekend on the toilet.”
I flash back to my brief conversation with Leslie Leung at the very much not-vegan twenty-four-hour diner. Huh. Maybe I was a little quick to dislike them, too. I mean, I was right that they’re a little evil, but I think they might have a good heart. They have terrible timing, though.
“I took your advice and went to the Elders. Wood Elder can make another painting of Hollywood,” Mary continues, even though I haven’t agreed yet. “When I go to Vegas, I’ll give that one to you so you can go to the hellhole.”
“But…”
But if I go to Hollywood to sew up the hellhole, that’s more than enough time for The Gambler to get away.
I would love to snap at Mary yet again about how I don’t care about Hùndùn, that I care about avenging my mom. But I also care about Auntie Kathie, and all the chaos will make it harder to ensure she and her baby have a safe delivery. On the other hand, if I go and contain it, maybe the hospital will return from wherever it went, and they can take over from Mary.
“I … I need to think.” I unbutton my pocket and take out a quarter I got in change for the Cokes. “Heads Hùndùn, tails The Gambler.”
“Are—are you flipping a coin?” Mary splutters. “Are you putting the fate of the world on a coin flip?”
“It’s a thing my mom used to do.” I flip the coin, but when it lands on my palm, I don’t even look at it. I don’t have to.
The idea behind my mom’s coin flip trick was that when she saw how it landed, she would know what she really wanted. But I know what I want. I want to avenge my mom. And I also know now that it doesn’t matter what I want.
I remember the final name in my mom’s Book of Threads—or I guess, not a name.
The Liar (2012)—enable him and wife to have a child
Mom had written down his contact information, but the phone number she’d listed was no longer in service, so I had to ask Auntie Kathie if my mom had ever mentioned anyone called “The Liar.” My aunt had burst into laughter, then into tears: It turns out The Liar was Mom’s own boyfriend back in college. He was one of the Artists (which is why he knew about the Spindle already, meaning Mom didn’t break her promise to my grandpa), but he boldly defied family tradition by going to law school, where he immediately cheated on my mom.
When I called The Liar, he admitted it was kind of pathetic of him to beg Mom for a thread of fate after that. But he had been pretty confident she would say yes. Because she was pregnant with me, and sure, Mom could be petty, and she would definitely have gotten a kick out of telling him that if he wanted a kid so bad maybe he shouldn’t have cheated on her. But she was also smart, and always put her family before herself, and having a big-shot lawyer owe her a huge favor could protect our family someday.
What would Mom do? I know all too well that between her grudges and her family, Mom would choose her family, every time. I know because she’s already made that choice: her sister over justice. I resented that choice, I’ve agonized over it, but I was also in awe of her for it.
I look over at The Gambler. He’s watching a “how to deliver a baby” video on YouTube. It looks fair to say the situation is desperate.
Suddenly another, raspier voice comes on the line. “Evie?”
“Metal Elder?”
Dr. Fang’s voice, which had stayed upbeat when she discussed breaking up an engagement and sending my aunt’s fiancé to Dìyù, is now deadly serious. “Evie, I’m calling to collect my end of the bargain. I want you to spin a thread of fate to sew up the hellhole.”
Suddenly, I feel like laughing. I had known this deal would come back to haunt me someday. I just hadn’t thought it would be so soon.
So that’s it, then. I’ve been backed into a corner—except I haven’t been really, right? After all, I’ve already broken so many promises. Mom would not approve, but she’s dead. What’s she going to do, come back from Dìyù and ground me? There’s nothing in the world that could make me happier.
But of course, I know that isn’t really an option. Because at the end of the day, I’m not my mom, but I am my mother’s daughter.
“Evie?” Dr. Fang says again. “Did you hear what I said?”
“I hear you,” I say, feeling hollow. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep my promise.”







EIGHTEEN
HOLLYWOOD
Less than five minutes later, a taxi pulls up in front of the hotel. I jump up from my aunt’s side, thinking it’s Mary.
“Thida? What are you doing here?”
“Someone named Mary Hsu was blowing up my phone asking where you were,” she says. “I told her I had no idea, but then after seeing all the weird stuff on the news, I decided to go looking for you.”
“You probably should have stayed at the hotel.”
Thida shrugs. “So should you. Evie, what’s going on?”
By the time Mary materializes on the sidewalk where the hospital should be, I’ve explained everything. Mary walks over to Auntie Kathie, her book of past lives in hand. Her eyes are already fogged up, which must mean she started going through her past self’s memories before landscape traveling.
“Is this the first time you’re having a baby?”
Auntie Kathie looks at Mary warily. I tell her, “She has a past life who was a midwife. She’s here to help deliver the baby.”
The Gambler—why are you still here, you jerk—looks at the Scholar girl in disbelief. “You can’t be serious.”
To tell the truth, I’m a little uneasy, too. No offense to Mary, but it’s not as if she’s channeling her past midwife life EEAAO style; she just has access to all her knowledge. Maybe that’s good enough for a regular pregnancy, but if something goes wrong, she would have to browse through her memories instead of instinctively knowing what to do, like stopping to flip through a medical textbook. Knowing how to deliver a baby from a book, even a book of memories, is one thing, but it’s not the same as experience, especially for a potentially risky birth like my aunt’s.
Still, it’s the only option we have. I guess I’ll have to believe in Mary’s abilities like she, for whatever reason, believes in mine.
Mary sits cross-legged next to my aunt, her book open on her lap. She hands me two paintings. “Wow, Wood Elder worked really fast,” I remark.
“His great-grandson made this one.” I look at it warily, remembering how young that kid was, and that if you don’t landscape travel properly, your consciousness can end up split in two. When I unfurl it, I find an ink painting of the tailor shop. “Go home and get the Spindle. Alpha’s on his way there now. He’ll drive you to Hollywood.”
She takes her own tiny bottle of hand sanitizer out of her pocket. Remembering all the movies I’ve seen where someone is delivering a baby, I hand her my aunt’s switchblade, so she can cut the umbilical cord. I hope it doesn’t come to that—that my aunt can get a real doctor by the time the baby is delivered—but just in case.
But Mary says, “I don’t need that. I remembered to bring scissors.”
Of course she did. “You’d better get going,” she says.
“Okay.” I swallow. “Th-thank you.”
“Of course.” After a beat, she says hesitantly, “That’s what friends do, right?”
I almost tell her that I wouldn’t know. I’ve been a pretty terrible friend lately. But instead I reply, “Yeah. That’s what friends do.”
Thida says, “Come on.” I tug on my red string pendant, praying to anything that’s listening that Auntie Kathie will be okay. Then I turn to go save the world, leaving my aunt—and my vengeance—behind.

I hold up the painting of the tailor shop. Despite the urgency of the situation, I can’t help but wonder if I can buy it from Wood Elder’s great-grandson to hang it in the store after all of this is over, because the kid is good. “We’re going to landscape travel,” I tell Thida. “This is going to let us teleport into—”
“I know,” she interrupts. “I was there.”
“Oh, right.” Awkwardly, I tell her to concentrate on the image until she feels her mind going blank. “But, and this is really important, don’t look away until we know we’ve traveled to the shop. We’ll have to tell by nonvisual cues like a change in temperature or background noise. But just in case, let’s confirm with each other first before looking around.”
“Okay.”
I close my eyes so I won’t have to blink, then open them and stare at the painting. Maybe because it’s my own home, it doesn’t take long before the simple ink painting seems to expand to my entire field of vision, like all I can see is paper and ink. But then I realize it isn’t as hot anymore—still in the eighties, but not over ninety degrees. And I can’t hear my aunt’s gasps of pain anymore.
Thida must feel it, too. “Evie? I think we’re here.”
“I think so, too. On three?”
We count to three, then look away. We’re standing on the sidewalk in Avalon, right in front of Reliable Quality Tailoring. I unlock the front door of the shop and grab the Spindle of Fate from the safe. Then I run to the dryer at the back of the shop.
“Uh, isn’t the world about to end?” remarks Thida. “Is this really the time to be doing laundry?”
“That’s not what I’m doing. I need something to spin threads of fate from.” I take all the lint out of the dryer and hook it to the Spindle.
“You spin threads of fate from laundry lint?”
I had the same reaction, but Mom just said it’s cheaper than going out and buying raw wool or cotton, and we always have a ready supply of lint at the tailor shop. It’s like how we have drawers in our kitchen full of plastic bags.
When I head back out, the Spindle of Fate dangling from my hand, Alpha’s car is parked outside. “Hey, Evie. Kevin’s still at Dr. Bao’s house, so we’re going to pick him up from there.”
As we get going, Alpha turns on Spotify. But instead of his usual scary music, he puts on classical piano. “This is … different,” I can’t help remarking.
“It’s my mom. You didn’t notice in Vegas because the fog hasn’t gotten there yet, but it’s really disorienting now. Mary said to play music with a regular beat to counter it—you know, order versus chaos.”
Kevin comes out of Dr. Bao’s house carrying a plastic laundry hamper filled with random household items, er, weapons: kitchen knives, a frying pan, glass bottles, a rolling pin, a whole bunch of different tools, and what looks like a child’s tennis racket but on closer look turns out to be some kind of electric fly swatter. His face is still red and swollen, but it looks like one big swollen mass and not a bunch of little ones, which I guess counts as an improvement.
“What happened to you?” Thida asks with her usual sensitivity and tact. “Did you lose a fight with a jellyfish?”
“If I had a nickel for every time Mary asked me to pick up a guy with a really gnarly-looking face, I’d have two nickels,” Alpha remarks. “That’s not a lot, but it’s weird it happened twice.”
Kevin just asks me, “Did you get him?”
He doesn’t look relieved when I don’t answer, even though I’m pretty sure he is. “I’m sorry,” he says, and he sounds like he means it.

Los Angeles is less glamorous than I expected. Like in Las Vegas, there are a lot of neon signs so it’s probably a different vibe at night or if celebrities were walking around, but in the daytime it looks less glitzy and more like a real city rather than a big tourist destination like the Strip. It also feels weird and vaguely menacing, but in an exciting way, like hot Hùndùn in Chaos Chronicles. We drive past the Chinese Theatre and the Ripley’s Believe It or Not! museum. There’s the Hollywood Walk of Fame, but also street food carts selling hot dogs and elote, a ton of crystal shops, and a couple of guys walking around shirtless with large snakes around their necks.
The weather is chaotic, too. The sky is dark as soy sauce, despite it being barely three in the afternoon. And that isn’t the weirdest thing, not even close. It’s started to rain, but not all around us. Just a cluster of dense storm clouds like black sheep hovering over this one big blue building, like in a cartoon. But even though the rain is falling in just one area, it’s pouring down fast enough to get a speeding ticket.
One thing we don’t see anywhere is tourists. The streets are eerily empty, and the roads look like the Strip in Vegas: We drive around downed power lines, palm tree fronds, and even some neon signs that have fallen and are sparking on the ground. At one point, Alpha abruptly changes lanes, and when I look back, I see that he just missed a pit of quicksand that had spontaneously opened up in the middle of the road.
Suddenly, Alpha slams on the brakes, but this time for no clear reason. “What is it?”
“I have seen the one without a face. It looks just like me.”
“Come again?” says Thida, but my stomach lurches. Those were the words the guy who almost ran in front of us said.
“Oh shoot, look!” Kevin points out the window at the shirtless snake guys. I look warily, trying to avoid making eye contact, which turns out to be really easy, because they don’t have any eyes.
I fall back against my seat in shock, and Alpha shifts into park right in the middle of the road. “Is there any chance you brought a paintbrush?” When Kevin shakes his head, Alpha looks around, then says, “I’ll be right back.” He leaves the engine on, so the radio is still playing Mrs. Hsu’s piano album as he turns and runs into a store called Movie Magic Makeup.
“Uh,” says Thida. “We’re never going to see him again, are we?”
But barely two minutes pass before Alpha sprints back out with a Movie Magic Makeup bag. It’s a see-through pink material, revealing at least half a dozen bottles of nail polish and a very thin brush. “It’s not ideal, but you know, desperate times or whatever,” he says as he slides back into the driver’s seat.
“Not ideal for what?” Kevin asks.
“I didn’t have to pay for any of this because none of the employees had a face. They couldn’t see or hear me.” Alpha quickly opens a bottle of Barbie-pink nail polish. As he dips the brush inside, I see his hands are trembling. “It’s not safe for you to be riding in a car if I suddenly don’t have eyes. You’re going to have to walk the rest of the way to the hellhole, but I’m going to write some calligraphy characters on your faces as protection. I’m a bit rusty, but I did pass this part of the Scholar exam.”
He holds up the brush. “Close your eyes and stay still,” he tells me, and he begins painting—or writing?—on my eyelids.
“Shouldn’t you do yourself first?” Thida asks. “Like how flight attendants tell parents to put oxygen masks on themselves before their kids.”
“Yeah, but I’d have to do it looking in a mirror. It’d take way longer writing in reverse, and I wouldn’t even be able to protect my eyes. And Evie needs to be able to spin.” Alpha proceeds to write characters all over my face. When he’s finished, he’s run out of pink polish, so he covers Kevin’s and Thida’s faces with seafoam green and a more neutral pink polish, respectively.
“Hopefully that should keep your faces on,” he says when he’s finished. “But you better get going. I can hear the one without a face louder than the music now. I don’t think I have much time.”
“Is this really easier than doing your own homework?” I can’t help but ask him as we get out of the car. Kevin opens the trunk and takes out the hamper of weapons.
“Probably not, but it’s not as boring.”
We leave him in the car, still playing classical music. Kevin and Thida load weapons from the hamper into their backpacks. I tell the spool, “Find the hellhole,” and we start walking after it.
Now that we’re outside, we can see that the fog is shifting colors all around us. It’s still mostly yellow, but it’s also magenta and aquamarine and bloodred, cycling back and forth like it can’t make up its mind. Thida turns on her phone flashlight, but even though the road is empty and we can clearly see the unraveling pink thread on the asphalt, I’m having a strangely hard time following after it. In fact, I can barely seem to walk in a straight line. When I look back at Thida and Kevin, we’ve all been walking in different directions.
Finally, it hits me. “The fog! That’s why we can’t concentrate.”
Thida pulls up Spotify on her phone, but frowns. “It won’t play.” I flash back to riding in The Gambler’s car and how Google Maps suddenly stopped working.
I don’t feel dizzy, exactly. But I seem to be having trouble telling where one thing ends and the next begins. At first I think it’s just because of the fog, but everything seems to be merging together, like there’s no form to anything. When Thida starts looking through Kevin’s bag of weapons and picks up a frying pan, it looks to me like the pan has become an extension of her arm.
“I play the drums in my band. I can keep time if I have something to play with.” She holds up a rolling pin, then frowns and keeps looking. “Did you bring a wooden spoon or anything?” She emerges with a screwdriver. “Or something closer to this size.”
Kevin shakes his head. “I don’t think so, sorry.”
“How about this?” I hand her my aunt’s switchblade. She turns the frying pan over and begins pounding on it. I wince at the CLANG! of the screwdriver and switchblade handles banging against metal—it doesn’t sound good. But she manages to keep a slow, steady tempo, and after a while, forms start to look distinct again.
“It’s working!” I take a tentative step forward in the direction of the thread, and then another. Kevin uses a jump rope to tie the pan to Thida’s chest, so she can bang on it while marching.
“Hey, how’s your screenplay going?” Kevin asks as we follow the spool.
I stare at him. “What?”
“You know? The martial arts movie about the girl with bound feet who kicks butt—wait. No. Punches butt?”
I stare at him, not really sure why he’s bringing this up now. I guess because we’re in Hollywood. “I haven’t really worked on it in a while.”
“Oh. Yeah. I guess there’s been a lot on your mind.”
My heart is already heavy with worry about Auntie Kathie and defeat about my failure. That Kevin would think to ask about my dumb screenplay idea at a time like this might just make it break open.
“It’s not just that. Seeing how dedicated my sister and my mom are to their craft, I kind of realized I’ve never really been that serious about wanting to make movies or anything. Honestly, my mom was way more of an artist than I am.”
“Oh,” says Kevin. He’s silent for a while, then adds, “Well, I thought it sounded awesome.”
I wish I could say that going to save the world and vanquish the chaos god with my friends—my best friend, and the one who went to Dìyù with me—made me realize how much I missed them, and how that’s all that matters or whatever. Don’t get me wrong, I do miss them, but my mind is back in the Vegas Strip, with my aunt, and the girl who’s supposed to deliver her first baby because she’s done it in a previous life, and the man who will probably be long gone by the time we return.







NINETEEN
I HAVE NO MOUTH AND I MUST SING
We follow the spool for at least five miles. As we walk, I rotate the Spindle, like I do when spinning a thread of fate, but since I don’t have to change anyone’s fate, I don’t have to concentrate quite as much, so I can make sure I’m not walking into traffic. Even though there are no cars out, I feel nervous when the spool leads us through the city—what if a car does appear and we don’t notice, or it doesn’t notice us, with all the fog? But then we come to a crosswalk and the spool stops at a red light, and I realize our traditional magic has adapted to the modern world more than I thought.
We pass a bunch of mannequins sitting at a bus stop. But then I see that they’re moving, and to my horror I realize they’re not mannequins—they’re people, only their eyes and ears and facial features have all vanished.
Thida misses her note when she sees them, too, and almost immediately—the fog must be getting stronger now—my mind starts to feel hazy again, as if the fog has infiltrated my brain. With her usual freakish ability to keep calm, Thida quickly recovers and picks up the beat again. “Is that what happened to—uh, what was that guy’s name again?”
“Alpha.”
“Seriously? Did his parents hate him?”
Despite the gravity of the situation, I can’t help but laugh. I’ve missed my best friend’s dry sarcasm, too. I’m relieved that Alpha’s nail polish calligraphy seems to be working, but still, I reach up to make sure my ears are still there just in case.
We keep following the spool into the fog. It smells like the bathrooms in Dìyù, but even with all the fog—there’s so much fog here that I can no longer make out the rest of our surroundings—it’s easy to spot the hellhole. It’s about twenty feet away from us and about twenty feet across, and I scoop up the spool before it rolls straight into it.
But then the fog disperses, and I realize we’re too late.

The chaos god isn’t hot, but it’s not ugly, either. In fact … it’s not really much of anything.
Hùndùn turns out to be a giant, shapeless sack of flesh, the same bright, sickly yellow as the fog. At first glance, it doesn’t look like anything at all, except maybe a drawing by a child or some really weird modern art. But as it contorts itself out of the hellhole, which seems to expand and twist in shape to accommodate it, I count six misshapen legs and four little red wings, which look far too small to support the weight of its featureless, formless body, like T-rex arms. Though the ten legs and wings look distinctly like limbs, they don’t seem to be paired up, instead sticking out at uneven angles all over its big lump of a body. I also see seven gaping holes that have been punctured into its amorphous flesh.
“That’s Hùndùn?” Kevin sounds disappointed, as if he were actually hoping a little bit that it might look like in the webcomic.
“Is it … singing?” asks Thida. “How is it singing when it doesn’t have a mouth?”
But no, it’s definitely singing. I don’t know how, but it sounds like a bizarre mashup of a Buddhist monk chanting and free jazz, an otherworldly droning that keeps abruptly changing in pace and melody. The intonations and distinct rise and fall of the syllables sound kind of like Chinese, but also … not. But even though I don’t know what primordial language the words are, I somehow understand the meaning in my head:
How pleasant were our bodies
In the days of Chaos,
Needing neither to eat or drink!
Who came along with his drill
And bored us full of these holes?
It just keeps singing that, over and over. Once it’s dragged its last limb out of the hellhole, Hùndùn does a little jig on its frontmost and hindmost legs; because they’re not symmetrical, its twisted body teeters like a seesaw. It almost looks comical, but as it does its happy little victory dance, I notice a yellow-and-black striped spider scurrying past my foot, one of the many that descended on Avalon the other day. It jerks suddenly, then tips over onto its back. It writhes violently as it starts to change color, in perfect sync with Hùndùn’s deliriously off-key singing. The spider’s yellow and black stripes bleed off its body and onto the dirt, like paint in the rain, and its legs grow to all different proportions and sizes. It’s too small for me to see, but I suspect if I were to look under a magnifying glass, its disgusting spider face would be gone, too.
“Uh, guys, look.” I point, and Thida and Kevin gasp when they see the horribly deformed—or is it de-formed—mass that was the spider. By this point, it’s only identifiable as a spider because its distinctive yellow-and-black stripes were all over TikTok.
“Oh, shoot! Is that what’s going to happen to us?” shouts Kevin. Thida had stopped drumming, but immediately begins keeping time again.
I look in horror at the spider-thing. Our faces are still intact because of Alpha’s calligraphy, but he didn’t write on the rest of our bodies. “We have to get it back into the hellhole.”
I lift up the Spindle, now with a long thread hanging from it instead of a mass of lint. Maybe it’s just my imagination, but it takes me a moment to tell my right arm from my left.
Hùndùn doesn’t seem to pay us any attention. It can’t see or hear us, which should make it easy to ambush.
“Hey, Kevin? Did you bring a drill with you from Dr. Bao’s house?”
“I think so! I brought a lot of things from her toolbox.” He begins looking through his backpack, but Thida says, “Look through mine. I remember packing a lot of tools.” He pulls it off her back and dumps all the tools and weapons out onto the ground, and sure enough, a cordless power drill is among them.
I quickly tell them the story my dad told me. The details must have changed over the years, but it seems like it wasn’t completely made up if Hùndùn’s little number is any indication.
“Thida, keep playing. Kevin, you need to drill holes into it.”
I don’t think that will kill it—I mean, it clearly didn’t the first time. And it doesn’t have eyes, ears, or nostrils anymore, but I remember how the Tāotiè’s flesh could regenerate after it ate itself. What if after Hùndùn “died,” it slowly regenerated, too, until it was back to its original, formless form?
Kevin bobs his head up and down. “Okay!”
Hùndùn continues to sway back and forth, but doesn’t seem to react as Kevin charges toward it. But then there’s a bloodcurdling shriek, and at first I think it’s the chaos god, but then I realize it came from the fog, which has become solid and knocked Kevin off his feet.
Kevin screams as ghostly arms begin coming out of the fog, wrapping around him and pinning him to the ground. Seeing this, Thida stops playing and flips Auntie Kathie’s switchblade open, ready to attack the fog. But Kevin shouts, “No, keep playing!” He throws his drill toward me before the fog can take it away, which is very heroic and cool even though it almost hits me in the head.
“He’s right,” I tell Thida. I hold up the drill, but then the fog turns to look at me. It doesn’t have a face, either, and it occurs to me that I have no idea how I know it’s looking, but I just do. While Thida resumes timekeeping, I scramble to look through all of Kevin’s weapons on the ground. He packed so many random tools and household objects, but what could hurt fog?
Then I see a huge folding fan among the weapons. When I open it, it turns out to be a regular fan made out of paper, not the metal or wood weapons that I’ve seen in martial arts movies and anime, but it’s a good thing Kevin packed it. I pick it up just as the fog rushes at me. It disperses some of it, but then it quickly regroups.
“The zapper!” Thida shouts, still banging away at her pan, before crying out, “Ah!”
I whirl around in alarm, thinking the fog attacked her. But she just explains, “I’ve got blisters on my fingers.” She keeps drumming away, though, slower but still at a regular tempo. “Anyway, use the bug zapper! Electrocute it.”
I quickly drop the fan, grab the bug zapper racket, and switch it on as the fog rushes at me again. There’s a harsh ZAP! and the fog shifts from a poisonous green back to yellow before drawing back, as if recoiling from pain.
Kevin rolls out of the fog’s grip, grabs the drill, and makes a run for Hùndùn. The chaotic singing comes to an abrupt stop as he drills a hole into its yellow flesh.
“Keep going!” I shout. “My dad said seven holes ‘killed’ it.”
Kevin lifts up the drill again. Despite the gaping hole in its body, there’s no blood on the drill or anything coming out of the wound. Hùndùn writhes and flails, its legs thrashing out to keep Kevin from coming closer. One of its tiny red wings smacks him in the face, and he screams in pain—the wing is smaller than my sister’s hands, but Kevin just took a lot of stings in the face. One of Hùndùn’s six legs does a sweeping kick that knocks him off his balance.
I lift up the bug zapper, ready to attack it from—behind? I’m not sure which end is front or back, or if that distinction even matters. But then Kevin falls over, and I remember I have another weapon: the spool.
“Find Hùndùn’s foot.” I roll the spool like I’m throwing a bowling ball, and it sails right into Hùndùn’s path. The mass of flesh falls over with a massive thud, and Kevin jumps on top of it, drilling a second, then a third hole into it. When he’s drilled the seventh hole, Hùndùn stops moving.
I run over and pick up one of Hùndùn’s back legs. When I get up close to it, I can see that in addition to being in different places, its legs are different sizes, too. Kevin helps me push it back into the hellhole. It didn’t get very far from it, but it still takes at least ten minutes to roll it back inside, because it’s heavy.
But we manage to get it back into the hole. I pick up the Spindle of Fate, unraveling the long thread. Then I reach into my pocket, take out a needle, and get to work.







TWENTY
A TWIST OF FATE
“Did it work?” Thida asks, when I’ve finished sewing up the hellhole. For a moment I stare at it, too, unsure if laundry lint thread can really contain Hùndùn.
But then the fog starts to clear, revealing we’ve been in an underpass beneath the freeway. A yellow-and-black spider scurries away, and I know it’s over.
Hopefully that means the hospital will return, too, and Auntie Kathie can get real medical care. But the highway is still drenched with mud. The damage wrecked by Hùndùn breaking out, like all the debris in the streets, wasn’t just control-Z’d. The authorities will have their hands full, and The Gambler will have plenty of time to get away.
I hold up the painting of Las Vegas and we landscape travel back. When we arrive, the Elite Medical Center has returned, but that doesn’t affect the magic—landscape travel is based on capturing the essence of a place, not the exact details. Mary and Auntie Kathie—and The Gambler—aren’t outside where we left them, so I can only hope that means they’re in the hospital. Heart pounding, I run inside and find Mary in the waiting room.
“Is my aunt—”
“She’s in the delivery room. After you stopped Hùndùn, the hospital just reappeared. I don’t think the staff have any idea they temporarily vanished from the face of the earth.”
The relief that surges up inside me is so strong then, I almost believe it when I tell myself that this was worth it, that I made the right decision.
“Can I see her?” My aunt doesn’t have her mother or sister or even a friend to be with her. The father sure isn’t.
“Kids aren’t allowed in the delivery room during labor. Trust me, you’re not missing out on anything.” Mary shudders. “But last I saw, everything was going smoothly. You can see her once the delivery’s over.”
I remember the operator telling me a first birth could take up to twenty-four hours. That means I’d have to stay overnight.
I take a deep breath and look at Thida. “I—I know you really wanted to go to Red Rock, but this is my aunt’s first baby and she doesn’t have anyone else with her. I don’t want her to be alone.”
“You thought I cared about Red Rock?” Thida retorts.
“Well, yeah. I mean, you only reminded me about it like five times a day—”
“Did you listen to a thing I said?” To anybody else in the waiting room, it would probably seem like Thida is really mad at me, but I realize she isn’t, not really. “I don’t care about the park. I just wanted to hang out with you again.”
Mary remarks, “Most of our national and state parks were established by forcing Native tribes off the land, so they actually have a pretty dark and messed-up history.”
“See? She gets it.” Thida sounds impressed, which surprises me. My best friend is a bigger slacker than I am, so I’d assumed she would also find Mary a try-hard, but sometimes I forget she’s low-key a huge nerd, too.
Kevin cuts in, “We just saved the world from—well, I don’t know what exactly, but we defeated it! I’d say that’s way cooler than any rocks.”
“Heck yeah,” says Thida.
“Hey, are you okay?” Kevin asks me, when I don’t say anything. “I’ve never seen anybody look so bummed out to save the world.”
Deep breath.
“I didn’t want to save the world. I wanted to send The Gambler to Dìyù.”
I wait for Kevin to call me out, to tell me I’m being petty or obsessive. But he just says, “I know.”
“What did I even accomplish? Mary did all the work figuring out how to stop Hùndùn. I basically just turned it in and got the credit like Alpha’s group project members. I couldn’t save my mom, and now I can’t avenge her. How am I supposed to face my sister and tell her that I saved his life and now he’s just going to get away with it? I don’t care about the world. The world can go to Dìyù.”
My friends hold me as I cry.

We can’t go back to the hotel to shower off all the mud since the roads are still on high alert, but the hospital staff bring us towels and some fresh clothes and let us spend the night there. According to the doctors, they usually don’t advise kids to come to the hospital during labor without another adult with them, but they’ll make an exception with the emergency alert still in effect. The TV in the waiting room shows the local news, and residents and tourists are being advised to stay cautious and minimize travel for the night. But when I check my phone, I don’t see anything on TikTok about people’s faces disappearing, and when Dad calls to ask me how Auntie Kathie is doing, he doesn’t say anything about it, either. I guess no one except for us remembers that part.
So I’m in a guest room when my cousin is born, just before midnight. A nurse comes and gets me, then I’m escorted into the delivery room. When I see Auntie Kathie sitting in bed and not holding a baby, I freeze.
“Where’s the baby?”
“She was taken to the NICU,” Auntie Kathie explains. “That’s where they put babies who are premature or need special care.”
I swallow. If I hadn’t told my aunt about The Gambler—something I did when I knew she would try and kill him—she wouldn’t have gone into labor before her due date. What if my cousin becomes really sick because of me?
“Is … is she okay?”
“I don’t know,” Auntie Kathie admits. “She’s so small—less than five pounds. But the doctor assured me that doesn’t mean she’s going to have long-term health complications. She’s going to get around-the-clock support and monitoring, and if she’s stable, we might be able to go home within forty-eight hours.”
That makes me feel a little better, but just a little. “I’m so sorry, Auntie Kathie.”
“What are you sorry for? It’s not like it’s your fault.”
“No, you don’t understand. It is my fault.” I take a deep breath, then tell her the truth. When I’m finished, my aunt is pale, and then she begins to cry.
“Oh, jiějiě. That’s just like you, isn’t it? Even dead, you still have to look out for me.” She wipes a tear from her eye, staining her mascara. “Come here, kiddo.” She pulls me into a hug. “This was not your fault, okay? I can’t imagine how heavy this must have been for you to keep inside.” She shudders, and then says quietly, “It wasn’t fair of your mom to ask that of you. I don’t want to blame her when she … when she’s gone and when she did it for me. But it wasn’t fair.”
The nurse comes into the room then to talk with Auntie Kathie for a while about how the baby is doing. There’s a tight knot in my stomach as I listen to their conversation, but so far everything seems to be okay, or as okay as it can be.
“I should get some sleep,” Auntie Kathie says. “I’ll see you in the morning and we can go visit Aurora.”
“Oh, you’ve decided on her name? I thought you were thinking of Elvira for a girl.” I’m pretty surprised. I never thought my aunt would name my cousin after a Disney Princess, not like Meg Everson’s weird Disney-obsessed parents.
Auntie Kathie smiles at me. “Aurora means dawn. Get some rest, kiddo. You’ve earned it.”

The nurse escorts me to a small bedroom, which is for family members of surgery patients. I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep, but I fall asleep right away, probably because I’m so tired. When I wake up, Thida and Mary are still asleep, so I go to the hall to get a snack from the vending machine, which is where I find The Gambler.
“What are you doing here?”
The Gambler jumps at the sound of my voice, but when he turns to me, his face is blank. He sets down the flowers he’s holding, then gets a bag of Doritos. “Checking on the mother of my child.”
“She doesn’t want to see you. Not after what you did.”
“She always says that. And she always takes me back.”
I can hear it in his voice and see it in the relaxed way he eats his chips that he isn’t bluffing. He really is that confident that he can just go back to my aunt like nothing happened. My head feels like it’s going to explode. I almost wish it would, if it would take him out with me.
And really, why wouldn’t he believe that? He doesn’t know I really did hear the truth from Mom herself in the netherworld. If I ran screaming to the hospital staff to arrest this man, he’s a murderer, nobody would believe me. I don’t have actual evidence of anything, nothing that anyone else would believe.
So I’m as surprised as The Gambler when two officers appear and call out his name. When one says, “You’re under arrest for the murder of Dawn Liu Huang.”
“Did this girl tell you that?” His face betrays no sign of emotion—maybe this guy plays so much poker that it just stayed like that—but I notice he sticks his chest out. It’s subtle, but it’s like he’s trying a little too hard to seem confident. I remember Auntie Kathie telling me once that’s a sign of a weak hand. “You know how kids are. They get their imagination carried away and—”
“Not that girl,” says a shaky but firm voice. I turn around to see my aunt in a wheelchair, being pushed by an orderly.
Auntie Kathie looks at me tearfully as The Gambler is taken away. “I’m so sorry, Evie. I—I knew he met your mom before she died, but I never thought…”
Her voice breaks off, leaving me in disbelief. “Do…,” I start, then have to start again because my voice is shaking. I should be relieved—I should be happy he’s gone—but I think I’m still in shock. “Mom told me that he killed her because she wouldn’t change his fate. Do you know what he wanted her to do?”
“I haven’t confirmed it with him, but I have a strong hunch. He owed a lot of money to some very dangerous people in Vegas, but when he asked me to marry him, he told me he’d gotten out of it overnight by winning a million dollars with an incredibly lucky parlay bet on the NBA Finals.” I don’t know what a parlay bet is, but I don’t care so I don’t ask. “The game was the night after your mom died. I hadn’t made the connection before, because he hadn’t told me he was in town then, but I just went through his email, and he flew in earlier that morning. I think he wanted your mom to use the Spindle to make sure he’d win his bet.”
“That—that’s it?” I guess a million dollars isn’t nothing, but it still seems so insignificant compared to how much he’s taken away from us. “But Mom said she wouldn’t help him. That’s why he…” After all this time, I still can’t say it. “So how come he still won the bet?”
Auntie Kathie’s voice had been steady enough despite the tears in her eyes, but suddenly it breaks, and she starts hyperventilating. It takes a while for her to compose herself enough to answer.
“I guess you could call it a twist of fate. I think at that point he felt like he had nothing to lose, and he wasn’t expecting to actually win.”
“So … he killed her because she wouldn’t help him win his bet, and then he won it anyway?” I can’t believe it. “So he killed her for nothing.”
“Don’t take this the wrong way, Evie,” my aunt says as she pulls me into a hug. “I swear I’m not defending him … not ever again … but it doesn’t really matter, does it? Whether he won the money or not, would that really make it any less worth it? Could anything have made it ‘worth it’?”
I realize then that my aunt is right. Auntie Kathie wipes her eyes. “Come on. Let’s go see your cousin.”







TWENTY-ONE
SECRETS
My baby cousin had to stay in the intensive care unit for a couple days, at least one of them in an incubator. So my aunt had to stay in Nevada after the birth. I was hyperventilating the entire bus ride back home, but one of Auntie Kathie’s old Vegas friends let her stay with her and drove her and Aurora Silver home after my cousin was discharged. (Technically it’s just Aurora—Silver is her middle name, because she was born in Nevada, which is known as the Silver State. But Aurora is a princess name and Aurora Silver sounds like an assassin in a spy or comic book movie, so I’m going to use that and hope it catches on.) But the doctors assured my aunt that the baby won’t necessarily have any long-term health problems. Auntie Kathie is still hypervigilant, and when I’m not helping Dad out at the shop, I go over a lot to help her out. Since she’s now an extremely single parent, having another pair of hands at least gives her a chance to catch her breath. And because I’m spending so much time with her, she’s been teaching me some more Weaver magic. Auntie Kathie hadn’t finished making her jacket by the time Aurora Silver was born, since her due date wasn’t for another couple months, so I’ve been helping her finish it while she takes care of her daughter. By the time the jacket is complete, with a hundred protective spells and a hundred good wishes from a hundred families for my cousin, I’ve learned to cast half a dozen spells.
So, I’m really busy. But as busy as things are with my family and the Spindle, I make time for my friends, too. Today we’re throwing a party for Aurora Silver. The Elders are coming, and so are Thida, Kevin, and Mary.
“Wa, what a beautiful baby!” cries Āh Mā as Auntie Kathie walks in, holding Aurora Silver in her colorful patchwork jacket. My grandma has been fine since being discharged from the hospital, and so is my cousin. I was alarmed when I saw Aurora Silver in the incubator in the NICU—she was so small, and her skin was a sickly yellow, which the doctor said is common when babies are born so early that their livers aren’t fully developed yet. But now everyone’s starting to fawn over how cute she is, and not just to be polite.
Mona Li hands Auntie Kathie the blanket she made for the baby, which is lucky red like a Lunar New Year envelope, but embroidered with silver thread instead of gold. Dad had tried to reassure her she’d have another chance to wear her flower-girl dress, maybe for Aurora Silver’s first birthday, but my sister hasn’t even looked at her dress since learning the groom killed Mom.
I just hope joining the Weavers is going to give her more stuff to do. Now that The Gambler’s behind bars, I can finally tell her about the Guilds. I’m going to tell her today, after the party, and then after I’ve finished the thread of fate for Larry’s daughter, I’m going to teach her how to use the Spindle of Fate, just like Mom wanted. I know how much it would mean to her to carry our mom’s legacy, but I’m also hoping she can make some friends in the Weavers. There aren’t a lot of other kids in the Guilds, but the ones I saw seemed pretty intense about it.
“She’s going to be a heartbreaker, just like her mom,” Āh Mā gushes. “I have never seen a newborn baby with such beautiful long eyelashes!”
My chest suddenly feels tight. We still have some time before the guests arrive—Āh Mā and Auntie Kathie, being family, arrived early—so I sneak off into the kitchen so I can breathe.
I had thought I would feel better with The Gambler facing justice. And while I definitely have been getting more sleep now that I know he’s not asleep next to my unsuspecting aunt, the truth is I don’t. Not as much as I thought I would. Partly because Mom is still gone, but also because a part of me still feels like he deserves more.
I didn’t even know it was possible to hate a person this much. I’m not even just talking about The Gambler. The truth is sometimes I hated my mom, too, for making me save him, and Auntie Kathie for bringing him into our lives. I feel ashamed whenever I feel that way, and scared. It scares me how much I can hate people. Everybody keeps assuring me grief gets a little easier to carry over time, even if it never goes away. I guess I just have to hope anger is like that, too.
“Robin?” I turn around to see Dad, an aluminum tray of fried rice in his hands. I hadn’t noticed him because I was so rattled, but from his look of alarm, he’s definitely noticed. “Are you okay?”
By instinct or by habit, I almost say, Yeah, but then I don’t. “I don’t know,” I admit instead. “I know I should be happy for Auntie Kathie and for Aurora Silver … but…”
I don’t finish, but I don’t really need to. “I know,” Dad says softly. “I guess it was kind of a stupid question, huh?”
Despite my pain, I can’t help but laugh at that. “Yeah, it kind of was,” I admit. “But thank you for asking it.”
Dad is quiet for a while, then says, “I haven’t worried as much about you as your sister, which is partly because she’s younger, but I think it’s also because you’ve seemed so strong. And I’m so proud of you, but I don’t want you to feel like you have to be strong for your sister, or worse, for me. If there’s anything you want to tell me—even if it’s just that you miss her—well, I guess you’re going to be a teenager soon, and I know you probably won’t want to tell your goofy dad everything. But I hope you know you always can.”
“I…” I want to reassure Dad that isn’t how I feel at all, but … that’s exactly how I feel. And the fact that I want to tell him it pretty much proves his point.
I flash back to Auntie Kathie telling me I shouldn’t have had to carry the truth about Mom’s death all by myself, and it hits me then just how many secrets I’ve been carrying, alone. I kept The Gambler a secret from Auntie Kathie and the Guilds and my friends because I promised my mom to protect my aunt, but I kept so many secrets just on my own. My plan for revenge. I couldn’t even tell my best friend that I didn’t really want to go on the stupid field trip.
But I still have one more secret, one that I inherited along with the Spindle. I’ve tried to be like Mom, something I never did when she was alive, and one of the things I always admired most about her is how she always, always kept her promises.
Mom kept her promise to my grandfather, to never tell my dad about the Spindle of Fate. She can never break it now. She was true to her promise until she died. But when I think about how much Mom felt she couldn’t tell her own family for so long, I don’t know how she didn’t collapse under the weight of that burden.
Mom asked me to make promises that were just as much of a burden—to save The Gambler, to not tell Auntie Kathie. But she never told me to keep her promise, too.
So I make my decision. Mona Li wanders in then to check out the food before the Guilds arrive, but that’s okay. In fact, it’s better.
I take a deep breath, then I just—let it out.
“Actually, Dad? Mona Li? There is something I want to tell you.”
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