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1988

At this point, if the ending of Ruby Harkner’s adventure is to make any sense, I need to bring myself into the story.

And to leap forward sixty years to a numbingly cold winter day in Shanghai.

I needn’t say much about me. This is Ruby’s story not mine. But to set the scene, I was still a young student then, and in China to study the language. A year earlier my dad had died unexpectedly, and, rocked by the loss, I had come to Shanghai – in a way – to escape ghosts.

But it’s not always that easy …

 

That day I had dodged my language class and drifted to the Bund to stare at the tugs and barges on the river. It seemed like everything was shivering in the cold: people, birds, boats – even the water. The grand old buildings lining the bank were hazed in mist and pollution, making the whole scene look like a black and white photograph of the city from its glory days of the late 1920s and 30s.

To my left an old lady was leaning against the railing. Apart from us students there were few Westerners in the city then, so I was surprised when she turned and called through the gloom in perfect English.

‘Do you believe in ghosts, young man?’

‘I’m sorry?’

She approached me, footsteps crisp on the pavement, and as she got closer I saw she was a ‘foreign guest’ like me.

‘Well? Do you?’

‘I don’t really know,’ I stammered. ‘I’ve not really thought about it.’

But I had. Just a month earlier I had seen my supposedly dead father walk past the window of our family home. The experience had shaken me, and I didn’t want to get into it with a stranger.

The lady had reached me now, her face pale in the cold afternoon light, hair even whiter where it billowed over arched eyebrows.

‘Sometimes it’s best not to think too much,’ she declared firmly.

She held out her hand – slim, ageing – and when I took it in mine I was surprised by the strength in her grip.

‘My name’s Harkner. Ruby Harkner. I was supposed to be meeting a friend here. Got held up apparently. Fancy sharing dinner with a lonely old lady?’

I hesitated, but she gripped my arm suddenly, and leaned closer: ‘I can tell you stories you just wouldn’t believe about this place! The old days!’

Shanghai’s past had always fascinated me, and something in her eyes – determination, vitality – had me hooked already.

‘Well, if you’re sure,’ I said. ‘I’m just killing time really.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake don’t do that, young man. The main thing is to live. Every. Single. Moment.’

She dropped my hand and glanced away at the river.

‘Would you like to hear a ghost story? A real one?’

Then looking back at me sharply, she added: ‘You’ve had your own, I can see that.’

Stunned, I nodded, as the cold wind buffeted my skin.

 

That evening we sat in the restaurant of a once grand hotel. Striplights stuttered over the long bar, reflected in huge mirrors fogged with age. Every now and then a large rat scurried along the half-empty shelves.

Oblivious, my new friend leaned forward. ‘Did you know, when they buried coffins here they used to fill them with lead weights so they didn’t drift under the earth? Imagine that!’

Her focus shifted, to somewhere just over my left shoulder, as if recognising someone or something. Out of nowhere a shiver jarred my spine, and my head turned to see who or what had drawn her attention.

Nothing but the empty dance floor and an ancient, immobile barman beyond. I shook the sensation away and looked back at her. ‘So you used to live here—’

‘I was born here,’ she sighed. ‘I saw this city’s best. And worst.’

‘You mentioned a ghost story?’

She gazed deep into my eyes. Something was changing in her own, as if a younger woman, much younger, was staring out from her lined face. Was that a tear forming in her eye, reflecting the flickering lights?

‘It’s a ghost story all right. But it’s a love story too. It’s my story. And the little bits I didn’t witness directly I heard about later, so I can put it all together now and make it flow. Like a river.’ She smiled. ‘The thing about ghosts is sometimes we create our own. And sometimes they find us, no matter what we do.’

Another shiver chased through me, but before I could respond the old lady cleared her throat …

… and began to tell me of a young girl, who loved her city more than anywhere on earth …

… who grew up acting out brave adventures amongst the gangsters and pleasure palaces …

… who started to see ghosts when her little brother died, and found an Almanac to help her hunt those ghosts …

… who fell in love with a Chinese boy.

A story of how that boy’s little sister was kidnapped by gangsters and carried into the Interior of China, and of how she and the boy she loved risked everything to travel a thousand miles up the Yangtze river, and fought bandits and rode a steamship into the fearsome rapids of the Three Gorges.

Of how the boat was ripped apart – and overwhelmed, and lost.

 

I sat there entranced.

At first believing some parts and not believing others – but quickly giving up on any judgement and just letting the current carry me along. The restaurant faded, leaving me with just the old lady’s lively eyes, her liver-spotted hands weaving their story.

Three hours passed in a flash.

‘And what then?’ I whispered as my companion paused after the wrecking of the steamship Haitun in the icy water of the Gorges, her near drowning.

‘And then I found myself somewhere very strange indeed. I’d heard the stories all my life, read about it in the book – the Almanac – that we found. And now, there I was. In the Otherworld.’ She looked up as if seeing it all again. ‘Towering black cliffs, a strange green glow hovering over everything, the shadows of shadows … I knew I was there as soon as Lao Jin pulled me from the water. And I knew that living people often didn’t make it back to what my dad used to call the Real Blasted World.’

She glanced at her watch.

‘Look. It’s past ten. Come back tomorrow night. You might as well hear how my story ends.’

 

And the next evening, in the same seats, she told me this …
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ON THE SHORE

1926

The rapids are thunder in her ears.

Almost lost in the water she can just make out two voices: Lao Jin’s, steadily calling her name, and another – a strange, half-choked one – yelling, ‘Charlie! Charlieeeee!’ over and over again.

It takes a long moment for Ruby to realise that the second is her own. She coughs up a great bubble of water, and sees Jin leaning over her.

Can it really be him? He looks solid enough, alive, the fabric of his jacket soaked and heavy as she reaches for him. In his eyes that familiar quicksilver is as vital as it ever was. Not dead at all …

‘Ruby! Ru-by!’ he calls again. ‘You did it. You’re in the Otherworld.’

She blinks away the cold water, looking around frantically. The cliffs of the Gorge loom on either side, huge walls of vertical rock and shadow. They seem even higher, even more threatening than they did from the boat, and that awful green light is flickering over everything.

‘The Otherworld?’ she whispers – but she knows at once it’s true.

Jin nods. ‘You’ve been at the border for days now. And sometimes you had one foot in the Otherworld. But now you have arrived with both feet! Not many get this far – you did it because you were brave enough, Ruby. And strong enough. I’ve been with you all along, as best I could. Keeping my eye on you and Charlie.’

Charlie!

Where is he? What’s happened to Charlie … ?

She staggers to her feet and turns back to the river, hoping against hope to see the Haitun still floating there and Charlie standing on deck. Or see him wading out of the shallows, or collapsed on the shore.

But there’s no boat, no figures in sight at all. Just the rapids hammering away, the smoke from the trackers’ fires, that strange light saturating everything.

‘Charlie’s in the water!’ she gasps. ‘We – we’ve got to save him …’

But Jin is already striding away towards the cliff. ‘We can’t help him,’ he growls. ‘Not right now.’

‘Of course we can,’ Ruby shouts, stumbling over the rocks. ‘We’ve got to help him. He can’t swim, for God’s sake! I’m going to look for him!’

Jin stops, and turns to wave the battered old Fedora hat at her. ‘I’ll explain later, Ruby. We haven’t much time if we want to rescue Fei.’

‘But Charlie—’

‘… was swept away by the river. The Haitun – what’s left of her at any rate – is wrecked a few hundred paces downstream. And Charlie will have been carried a long way on the current, miles and miles already.’

‘Then we’ve got to look for him—’

Jin grabs her firmly by the arm. ‘Ruby, you have to trust me. Charlie is alive and you will find him. But not now. Time here in the Otherworld flows slower than time on the real river. You crossed the Frontier and he’s on the other side. Already hours, days have passed there. But we can rescue Fei if we’re quick.’

Ruby looks back helplessly to the pounding rapids. In the Strange Tales there were all those stories of people walking out of villages, crossing over to other worlds, and then coming back years later, still young. How she loved them – but the reality is far, far scarier. She coughs again, groggy from the half drowning, but determined to focus. ‘But how do you know Charlie’s alive?’

‘I saw some of it from the bank. I was struggling to keep up.’

‘But even if you saw him in the water, how do you know he didn’t drown in the end?’

‘Look down at your hand, my dear girl. Look at it.’

She stares at Jin. His voice sounds weird – maybe it’s just the water in her ears, but now his face seems to be doing something odd too. In the blurred light his features look like they’re shifting. And as they shift they remind her of someone else, someone familiar.

‘Your face …’ she whispers. ‘You—’

‘Just look at your hand.’

Confused, she glances down and sees a thin, steady pulse of red snaking round her little finger and away. The thread of destiny! It’s visible again, glowing in the half-light, running back towards the water across the rocks and then disappearing from sight downstream. Instinctively she reaches for it – but feels nothing.

‘Don’t worry,’ Jin says. ‘It’s there. And Charlie’s at the other end. And as long as he is alive you’ll see the thread now and then. Or feel it.’

‘So we should follow it!’

‘No,’ Jin says, his voice fiercer. ‘I told you – Charlie is the other side. And that crossing point has closed now. We’ll have to find you another way back.’

She gazes at the thread, biting her lip hard.

‘But Fei is here? With Moonface.’

Lao Jin nods. ‘And we – you and I – can beat him tonight, while my strength is somewhat refreshed.’

‘But how can you be here, Jin?’ she splutters. ‘You died. Andrei shot you. I saw it. Are you a ghost?’

He waves his hand in the air.

‘Not dead,’ Jin says. ‘And not a ghost.’

In the ghastly light of the Gorge everything is slippery, blurry. Lao Jin keeps looking at her steadily, holding her gaze …

… and as she watches, his features change, his face sharpening, elongating, ears pointing. The grey stubble on his jaw lengthens, gets thicker, and the pins and needles feeling shoots all over her. Ruby blinks and the vision is gone, and it’s just Lao Jin’s quizzical face peering at her again.

‘You’re the fox! The huli jing, aren’t you?’

Jin smiles.

He rummages in his pocket and pulls out a small blue bottle.

‘Remember this?’

Ruby’s mouth drops open. ‘The spirit bottle. The one we chucked down the well.’

Lao Jin gives her a wink. ‘Come on, we’ve got a thousand steps to climb. A battle to fight.’

Ruby looks back at the river and then plants her feet. ‘No. I can’t go on – unless you answer me straight.’

‘You can have one more question, Ruby. Just one – and then we’ve got to go.’ Jin glances away at the heights above, as if listening for something. On the breeze comes that faint whistling sound again, the one Marlais said the trackers made to distract dragons in the water.

‘One question,’ he repeats.

‘I know from the Almanac that foxes can shapeshift – but are you a man who changes into a fox. Or a fox who changes into a man. I mean, what are you? I need to know.’

‘Who do you think I am?’

‘At first I thought you were a watchman. Then a Communist. Then a Taoist magician or priest or something. And now … some kind of fox spirit.’

The moon crests the opposite cliff, painting Jin’s features silver.

‘We first met when I was rather poorly and stuck in your world. I was starving and someone laid out some bruised peaches for me. Very kind – but what do you know,’ he smiles, ‘seems like it was a trap. And they caught me and stuffed me in a bottle and chucked me down the old well …’

Everything makes sense now: the way Jin seemed to materialise and disappear, to know what was happening before it happened. The way he fought in Shanghai. All that business with the bottle and how he’d laughed at them.

‘It was you all along,’ she sighs. ‘Scaring us, you were playing with us—’

‘Not playing, Ruby. Keeping watch, helping you. My ch’i was almost exhausted because I was too far from home. And after I was “killed” it was very hard for me to take any kind of form at all. Just a little chance now and then: through images of foxes it’s easier. Maybe a cigarette packet. A picture on a wall …’

‘… the foxhunting pictures at the consulate,’ Ruby gasps. ‘And on the biscuit van, were you the cartoon fox too?’

Jin nods, and points at her shoulder. ‘Show me your bruises.’

She pulls off the wet cardigan, tugs up the right sleeve of her dress to reveal the injury. Three fading purple welts still darken her skin there. Gently, Jin moves his hand to cover them, his fingers exactly matching the wounds.

‘That van,’ Ruby says. ‘It was you who saved me.’ Her mind races on, and then a chill flows through her. She takes a deep breath, remembering the terrible image of the huge fox goring the jiang shi vampires. ‘And was it you that night in the graveyard on the hill?’

‘I said one question. You’ve had more than that!’

Jin gazes at her. Now she looks closer at his face she can see the lines around his eyes are carved deeper, his cheeks hollowed.

‘And – are you OK now?’ Ruby says. ‘You look tired …’

Jin cracks a smile. ‘I was shot you know, Ruby. Tends to age a body.’

The horrible moment plays in her mind again: when Jin seemed to surrender, to drop his hands and stand still as if giving Andrei every chance to hit the target.

‘Why did you let him shoot you?’

‘Battle strategy. You give ground unexpectedly to the enemy and it wrong-foots them. And it gave me what you might call a short cut home!’

She swallows hard. ‘Oh God. My legs are like jelly.’

‘I’m on home soil now, I can spare some ch’i.’

Jin raises his hands and turns the palms to face each other. It only takes a few deep breaths and already a fuzzy light is building as he pulses them together, apart, together, apart. The light strengthens, thickening around his powerful fingers, and Ruby watches spellbound as he builds the energy for two more long breaths. Then he reaches towards her. Again the image comes of the fully transformed fox on the bone hill, the wild fury in his eyes, and instinctively she shrinks back from his touch.

‘I’m just the same old Jin,’ he laughs, and the familiar sound reassures her. He places his hands on her shoulders and she feels the ch’i wash down her arms, up into her head through her chest.

Warmth and energy spread throughout her body. Her shoulders ease and a tingling starts to build in her fingers and hands and legs. The strength seems to well back up from there, clearing her vision so that the Gorge walls become pin sharp, unblocking her ears so that she can hear each individual rock as it moves restlessly on the riverbed.

‘Better?’ Jin murmurs as he lowers his arms.

Ruby nods. ‘Better.’

‘I hope so. I need your help as much as Fei does. Moonface has been after one piece of prey more important to him than your friend, or you – or even your foolish old dad.’

She remembers how Charlie said Moonface’s men took real delight in mocking Jin’s ‘dead’ body. ‘He’s after you, isn’t he?’

‘He’s been trying to defeat me for years and years, that old fox.’

‘So he’s a huli jing too.’

‘The very worst kind.’

Ruby gazes up at the cliffs. ‘And, after that – after we beat him – we’ll look for Charlie. Promise.’

‘I like your optimism,’ Jin laughs, and then takes the battered old Fedora and plonks it firmly on top of Ruby’s damp hair. ‘It’s a promise. I found the hat – but I’m giving it to you for good. It suits you.’

She glances down again at her hands. The thinnest, faintest trace of the red thread is still just visible.

‘So. Are you ready, Shanghai Ruby?’

‘I’m ready.’
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FOX MUSIC

They start to climb the rocky stairway.

And climb.

And climb.

Steps are cut roughly into the walls of the Gorge, steep flights of twenty, thirty or more, zigzagging far above them into the night. Every now and then a ledge is hacked perilously from the rock, and after half an hour of hard going Ruby pauses on one of them briefly to get her breath. The voice of the rapids still reaches up to her, funnelled by the walls, but when she glances down again the river looks very small already. Even from this lofty vantage point there’s no sign of the Haitun or its wreckage. She scans her little finger again. Is that the thread still there – a faintest hint of red tied at its base?

It’s faded to almost nothing. Maybe Charlie’s in trouble? Worse.

She glances at Jin, but as if reading her mind he shakes his head. ‘It’s like a radio signal,’ he murmurs. ‘Sometimes you’re in range, and sometimes reception is bad. As long as you see it now and then he’s there. Somewhere. Now let’s move.’

The drop grows bigger and bigger beneath her feet, the stairs more treacherous, some of them no more than a few inches wide, hard-won from the rock face. Ruby peers downriver one more time. It feels like she’s walking away from Charlie, abandoning him. She reaches out to grab a handhold, steadying herself over the void. But I’ve got to trust Jin, she thinks. What else can I do?

He’s waiting for her on the next shelf, his eyes searching hers.

‘Still OK?’

She nods.

‘Listen then, Ruby! Listen!’

Again his features seem to shift in the murky green light. It’s as though his form isn’t fixed properly, and bits of fox keep coming in and out of focus.

‘Can you hear?’

Ruby closes her eyes and tries to shut out the torrent boiling below, her hammering heartbeat.

Something else just audible on the edge of her hearing now: thin notes of Chinese music – flutes and two-stringed fiddles – and the crashing of a cymbal beaten hard. It’s coming from far above, drifting down to them on the rocky stair. The tune is wild, as wild as the water below.

‘What is it?’

‘A hired band, playing for a special event,’ Jin whispers.

‘What kind of event?’

‘You’ll see. Can you hear a voice, amongst all the racket?’

She cups her ear with her hand. ‘No. Not really … ’

Jin smiles. ‘Well, a fox’s hearing is always better than a human’s! I’ll tell you what I can hear: a high voice, shouting, Take your stupid, filthy hands away … don’t you dare, you stinking baboon …’

‘It sounds like Fei! What’s happening, Jin?’

‘Moonface has spirited her across the Frontier for two reasons. First he wants to drain her of her youth and vitality and take it all for himself. She’s so young and full of unused ch’i—’

‘And secondly?’

‘And secondly she’s the bait to lure me here, Ruby. Moonface plans to defeat me for good, boost his power, and then return to Shanghai and lord it over the whole city – stronger than ever!’

‘But then we’re walking into a trap.’

‘I think we can beat him tonight.’

‘You think we can? What will happen to Fei if we don’t?’

‘She’ll be trapped here for ever. A husk of her former self.’

‘Then we have to attack now,’ Ruby says, ‘whatever the risk.’

‘That’s the spirit.’

Ruby bites her lip. ‘I just wish I had the sword.’

‘You don’t need it,’ Jin growls, his voice like he has gravel in his throat. ‘It was just a prop really. Let your ch’i flow and trust your body completely. And keep hold of this.’

He thrusts the spirit bottle into her hands. Two very complex Chinese characters have been brushed onto yellow paper and glued to the glass since she last held it all those weeks ago in the temple.

‘But if the bottle didn’t hold you then—’ She turns back to Jin and her words stop in her mouth.

Her friend is transforming before her eyes, shifting into that half fox, half man she first saw in White Cloud, his arms lengthening from the sleeves of his jacket, fur growing on his face. Still, bizarrely, she can see the resemblance to Jin, even as he becomes more huli jing than human, his teeth sharpening in the elongating snout, a wild light growing in his eyes. It should be terrifying, it would be terrifying, if somehow that same quicksilver wasn’t still shining there.

Ruby’s heart is thumping madly now, and Fox Jin holds her gaze, and then – strangely, wonderfully – he winks at her. Despite the weirdness of the moment Ruby feels herself smiling back – and then Jin’s away, turning and bounding up the moonlit stairway, taking the steps three at a time.

She grips the bottle and hurries after him as fast as she can, the river dropping further and further below her soft Chinese shoes.

 

Nothing has prepared her for the awful vertigo that the top of the stairway brings, not even poor old Marlais’ words about the horrifying climb. She keeps her eyes focused upwards now, watching Jin as he bounds on ahead.

On the last narrow ledge, just a few dozen yards before the top, Ruby pauses. She glances down at her hand clutching the bottle, and – yes, it’s there again! – the faintest hint of red coiled at the base of her finger, tumbling off the rocky ledge and looping away downriver.

The vast rapid of the Grinder is just a trembling white line now.

I’m coming, Charlie, she whispers to the darkness. Hold on, I’m coming as soon as we’ve rescued Fei.

 


The last flight of steps is so steep, so narrow, that she has to use her hands to climb. A small sapling growing out of a cleft gives a good hold and she grips it, looking up again. Even the fox spirit is struggling, hands and feet scrabbling, spinning loose grit that rains down on her hat. The eerie music from above is distinctly louder now, with laughter and shouting merged into it. Desperately hoping it won’t give, Ruby pulls on the sapling, and as she does so a scream comes ripping across the Gorge. It’s high-pitched, but definitely human.

Oh God, maybe we’re too late, she thinks, climbing faster, maybe something awful is happening already.

The final stretch of rock is skin-smooth – no more stairs now, just a dodgy-looking bamboo ladder lashed to invisible anchors, and the fox already rattling up it.

Mei wenti, mei wenti, she whispers to herself. No problem.

She tucks the bottle carefully into her cardigan pocket, grips the bamboo with both hands and climbs, focusing on each hold, the rock inches in front of her nose.

Her gooseflesh is prickling even harder now. Something’s coming, something awful. She glances up, and there’s nobody to be seen, not a trace of Jin. Just emptiness and pale wild cloud whisking over the peak. A brief panic grabs at her – has he fallen? Breathlessly she scrambles the last few rungs, and clambers up and onto a kind of platform hacked from the summit of the cliff.

With relief she sees Fox Jin stalking away to the far side of the lookout post or whatever it is. His tail has grown out from his baggy black trousers, and it’s beating the ground impatiently as he strides to a slope of scree and broken rock that climbs a few dozen paces further into the night. Ruby follows, scrabbling on hands and knees to the very crest of the ridge. Jin turns to look at her as she joins him, big red tongue flicking his sharp teeth, and nods down into the shallow valley ahead of them.

An ugly fortress crouches there, crudely built from boulders and rammed earth. Two watchtowers guard a gate on the nearside, another high tower on the far looking out across the rolling, wild landscape beyond. Along the torch-lit wall, you can make out thin, wraith-like sentries. Shadow Warriors, they must be! Two – no, three – of them patrolling the parapet, rifles slung over their shoulders. Even at this distance you can make out the glow of their eyes as they turn to scour the land. Ruby’s heart is still banging away from the climb, but it pumps yet harder at the sight.

I’ve beaten them before, she thinks. But there’ll be more than those few inside presumably, and – whatever Jin said – I had the spirit sword to help me last time.

She pulls her gaze from the figures on the wall. To the left of the main compound a cluster of stone buildings face a cleared area where a huge bonfire is blazing, chucking thick smoke up into the night. Two dozen or more dark figures – stockier than the Warriors – are milling around the flames casting long shadows. Green Hand men. Flesh and blood? Or spirits? It’s hard to tell from here. Some are wearing traditional gowns, some in Western suits and hats, all of them drinking, laughing, slapping each other on the backs. Every now and then a string of firecrackers detonates, echoing off the rocks like machine gunfire. And still the wild music plays and plays.

Fox Jin taps her arm and points, and Ruby edges further forward to get a better view. The crowd is turning towards the door of the main building. Still she can’t see who’s making the music, but suddenly it gets louder still, and five musicians emerge, their cymbals and drum and two-stringed fiddles reaching a caterwauling crescendo. The band moves fast, walking slightly stooped, their heads twitching this way and that – and in the flickering bonfire light she sees the red swish of a tail behind one of them. Then another. And another …

They’re all fox spirits! A huli jing band playing a familiar tune, but in a wild and foxy way, like something from straight out of the Strange Tales …

… and following the band comes an elaborate sedan chair carried by four more menacing black fox spirits. The chair’s canopy is draped in white cloth, bells jingling and mirrors flashing shards of firelight across the compound.

And now at last Ruby recognises the tune. It’s a wedding song: the whole thing is just like the marriage processions she’s seen in the old Chinese City – young girls on their way to be married, often against their will, the sedan covered in crimson cloth, the red bride a hidden jewel inside.

But this one is draped with white.

White is the colour of death and funerals. And this chair must be carrying Fei to be married to Moonface. That’s what Jin meant about a special event.

As the sedan sways into the shuffling crowd the bonfire flares, and Ruby sees that each and every one of them is a huli jing.
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THE BATTLE OF HELL’S THROAT

Fox Jin gives a loud, sharp bark. And then he’s away, bounding full speed down the scree towards Moonface’s fortress, a silvery-red streak in the pale moonlight. For a half second Ruby watches him go, thrilled – despite everything – by his speed and power. In this moment it looks like nothing can stop him, and none of the guards on the wall have seen his attack yet. Another firecracker volley rips the night air – and Ruby takes off after him, spirit bottle clamped in her right hand, holding the Fedora with the left, her soft shoes pounding the loose ground.

Mei wenti, mei—

A detonation cuts her words of self-encouragement in half. Not a firework this time, but a gunshot. She sees the muzzle flash on the wall ahead, a puff of dust where the bullet strikes the earth halfway between her and Jin.

No going back now, she thinks. They’ve seen us. And Jin needs me. As she runs she tries desperately to recall what the Almanac said about the levels of fox spirit and revenants. There was talk of silver foxes – that must be Jin and he must be stronger than most of the wedding-guest foxes. But was that the strongest type? What about the Green Hand boss, maybe he’s something worse? Maybe he’s a pale revenant? They sounded very powerful – and his moony face fits the name.

There’s a bell clanging in the compound now, and the music stumbles to a halt as shouts ring out across the desolate landscape. Another salvo of gunfire fizzes the ground at Jin’s paws. She keeps her eyes fixed on him, terrified he will fall, mortally wounded for real this time, leaving her all alone. But Andrei’s bullet didn’t kill him, she thinks, so how can these? Maybe it’s different here in the Otherworld …

As she runs down towards the gate the fortress wall looms higher, about to block her view of the courtyard. But at the last moment she sees the sedan chair lurch as one of the bearers loses his grip, and suddenly it’s down. A small figure rolls from the canopy, ripping a white bridal hat from her head and sending black pigtails flying.

‘Fei!’ Ruby screams. ‘Fei, it’s me!’

But in the growing din her friend can’t hear. Fei staggers to her feet and goes racing away to the far side of the courtyard – and is then lost to sight. More gunfire blasts from the wall, but Jin doesn’t even seem to notice. With a roar he covers the remaining ground in four huge strides and kicks right through the heavy gate, splintering it to pieces.

‘Wait! Wait for me!’ Ruby screams.

By the time she has clambered through the remains of the gateway, Jin is already wading into a gaggle of fox spirits, batting one away with the flick of a hand, sending another flying through the air with a powerful swish of his tail. The fox musicians, seeing Jin’s furious assault, drop their instruments and flee for a door in the far side of the compound.

Ruby catches sight of Fei again, still running hard – but away from her, pursued by two of the larger black foxes.

‘Fei!’ she yells again at the top of her lungs. ‘This way!’

From the corner of her eye she spots something coming at her from the right: a spectral figure, almost the same shade and colour as the night air itself, eyes glowing in its head. A Warrior. Its pistol swings to point at her heart.

‘Die,’ it hisses. ‘Die, filthy human.’

But there is no fear now, just a sudden surge of strength from Ruby’s core. Time seems to slow around her – just like that day at the Café Renard when she saw Dad with the Green Hand and fought with the French woman – her mind working so fast she sees and hears every moment …

… she sees the long, bony finger of the Warrior squeeze the trigger …

… hears the flare of the cartridge and the whoosh as it accelerates down the barrel …

… and watches the bullet’s spin as it emerges from the snout of the gun towards her.

So much time to watch the stupid thing coming, and lean back out of the way. The ch’i burns in her belly and then moves swiftly up through her right arm, making her wrist and hand feel strong.

… and as the bullet comes past, the energy flares on her right hand, and she gives it a swat.

Nothing more to feel than the sting you’d get from a firmly struck tennis ball, and then just a dull metallic sound as the spent cartridge drops to the rocky floor. It rolls to a stop, and the world is silent for a long moment – and then with a rush everything comes back up to speed. The Warrior howls and launches at her, its thin hands grabbing for her throat. She dodges under the creature’s grasp, and with every bit of strength in her body shoves it full force in the back, propelling it into the bonfire, its arms flailing. The thing shrieks horribly – and is lost in the billowing black smoke.

‘Ruby! Ruby! Help me!’

Fei’s voice cuts through the confusion. She’s seen Ruby, and is ducking and weaving frantically as her pursuers try to grab her. Blinking in the smoke, Ruby looks round for Jin and sees him battling two more Warriors, his snout turning this way and that, biting furiously. And then, through the blur of the flame, she sees another figure: a heavy, burly shape stalking towards them, his large round head glowing in the light, pockmarked features creasing in rage. He shrugs the old fur coat from his shoulders, and roars a single word.

‘JIN!’

Silence descends instantly. The remaining Shadow Warriors and fox spirits melt back into the shadows, leaving the silver fox standing alone, breathing hard.

Moonface plants his feet. Is it a trick of the light or does he seem to be growing, his heavy shoulders swelling?

Fei shrieks again. ‘Ruby! Ruby, he’s a horrible fox thing, I—’

One of the foxes wraps a paw around her mouth.

Ruby edges a little closer, transfixed by the sight of the Green Hand boss – but Moonface has eyes for no one else but Jin. Laughter – quiet at first, then louder – bubbles up from inside him, and as that horrible, gurgling sound swells, Moonface swells with it, definitely getting taller, broader, on the verge of some transformation of his own as he takes another step towards Jin.

Do something, Ruby murmurs to herself. Come on, Jin, attack before he changes.

But for the moment all the fight seems to have gone out of her transformed friend. He just stands his ground, tongue lolling from his mouth, looking calm, but exhausted. Maybe it’s going to be like with Andrei all over again.

Moonface clears his throat with a growl. ‘Jin, you old rascal. I knew you’d come!’ He laughs again and throws back his head letting the moon tumble across it. And when his voice comes again it’s even louder: ‘And you thought you could save this little girl? Defeat me? Well, maybe in Shanghai you might have had a chance, but not here, my old friend. Not here in my lair. Not by moonlight.’

And Moonface is really shapeshifting now, his features blurring, changing towards half fox, pure white fur sprouting on his fat face, his long unkempt brush suddenly visible as it sweeps the ground like moonlight.

A pale revenant?

Ruby starts to back away as Moonface advances, his words breaking down into growl and bark, a row of sharp teeth flashing.

He is bigger than Fox Jin now – his face more terrifying, even wilder – and as he suddenly charges forward Jin retreats, taking one, two, three quick steps, his own brush whipping the ground.

What if Jin’s beaten? Ruby thinks, desperately. That will be the end of everything. He looks vulnerable now pitted against Moonface …

In her sweaty left hand, almost forgotten, she feels the spirit bottle start to tremble and hum. Like it’s waking up, charging with some inner energy of its own. Gingerly she takes hold of the stopper with her other hand, takes a breath – and then wills herself forward again.

And as she takes the step, Moonface hurls himself at Jin, mouth snapping for his throat. With a heavy thump the two go sprawling across the floor, locked together, sending the spectators diving for cover. Silver and bright white sparks flash from the fox spirits’ tails as they roll close to the fire – and, yes!, somehow Jin comes out on top and takes a heavy swipe at Moonface’s hideous head. The transformed gangster blocks, and then strikes upwards, sending Jin sailing a clear ten paces through the air to where he lands heavily on his back. Dark blood is running from a gash on his head, and for an awful moment Ruby thinks he’s out cold, or worse. But then he shakes his head slightly, and struggles uncertainly back to his feet. The two remaining Shadow Warriors are advancing on him, but Moonface barks fiercely.
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