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				A wise man once said: with our thoughts we make the world.

				So imagine this . . .
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				Amidst shadows and dragons and watchful, crumbling statues Ruby Harkner crouches in a corridor of White Cloud Temple, sweat prickling her paper-pale skin, heart bumping like mad – waiting to catch her first ghost.

				She’s terrified, excited, her eyes tight shut as she strains to hear the slightest sound that will tell her the fox spirit has returned. That it’s time to spring the trap.

				But there’s not even a hint of it yet.

				Half a long hot hour has passed since she and the gang took their positions, and her legs are stiff, fizzing with a million pins and needles. A slight doubt nags as she shifts her weight to ease them, a broken floorboard groaning beneath.

				‘Pssst, Ruby! That you?’ A young girl’s voice comes snaking out of the darkness, whispering street Chinese. ‘You are still there, aren’t you?’

				‘Yesss. Of course I am,’ she answers fluently. ‘What is it now?’

				‘Can you hear anything?’

				‘Not yet. Shhh—’

				Black thunder breaks low overhead and Ruby feels the old building shake. She opens her eyes and peers into the gloom of the main hall to check everyone is still in place. Good, Fei’s kept to her task, squatting below the statue of the Jade Emperor, just where she’s supposed to be. But when her voice comes again it’s wavering.

				‘I dunno, Ruby. Maybe it’s not coming?’

				‘It’s coming,’ Ruby says firmly, glancing down at her arms. ‘I can feel it.’

				Under her summer bloomed freckles the goosebumps are steadily rising. Even when she can’t see the ghosts, she knows they are there. It’s been this way ever since Tom died: she can sense them all around, pressing close, whispering cold words in the shell of her ear, weighing down her chest when she startles from sleep. Or banging the pipes in the dead of night, making her messy bob of blonde hair stand up on end.

				She takes a deep breath. Lai ba, she mutters in Chinese. Come on, we’re ready for you, fox.

				The air is hot and damp, one of those evenings in September when all the oxygen has been sucked from it, and the Ghost Society’s first proper spirit hunt has reached a point of no return. The restless fox has been plaguing them for a week and enough is enough. It’s time to reclaim their hideout in the ruined temple.

				At least we have the Almanac to help us now, Ruby thinks. And the Almanac says to use your breathing to cope with fear, to count each breath slowly in and out to strengthen your ch’i, your vital life force. She grips the sky-blue spirit bottle in her sweaty hands, eyes raking the shadows.

				Through the doorway she can still make out Fei tucked against one of the pillars in the main hall, acting as the bait, bravely slicing the bruised, over-ripe peaches that will draw the fox into the open. She’s got real spirit, Fei, even though she’s two years younger than the rest. Charlie, her brother, stands poised with a bucket of water that will quench the spirit’s thirst, and help send it back to the Otherworld. The rest of the gang lurk somewhere beyond, waiting to attack.

				But it’s getting darker by the minute, and Charlie and Fei are nothing but deep shadows cut against the gloom, and that means the sun’s setting, Ruby thinks. And that means I’ll be in big trouble when I get home. Well, forget it now! Mother and Father can stew in their own juices. This is more important, more important by far, than their worries and black moods. This is real.

				‘Rubyyyyy?’ Fei whispers again.

				‘Shhh. If you don’t shut up it won’t—’

				But then she hears it. She hears the fox.

				It’s almost imperceptible. But the sound’s real enough, whispering over the perpetual background hum of the city. A shuffling coming from the other corridor, as if someone – something – tired and hungry, is staggering through the building on its last legs. Ruby’s heart bumps in her throat, like a plum stone has wedged itself there, throbbing.

				‘Can you hear that?’ she hisses into the gloom.

				‘What?’ Fei whispers back.

				‘That sound.’

				‘Think so. Shall I keep chopping?’

				‘Yes! Don’t startle it.’

				But the noise has stopped.

				In the silence that follows, a ship moans out on the Huangpu River, a wounded, dying animal. Something flickers on the edge of her vision. Is it lightning, or the fox taking shape? That whole side of her body has gone really tingly, as if she’s brushed an electric cable. Shivers snake over her skin.

				Definitely here, Ruby thinks. Mei wenti. No problem.

				She edges forward along the corridor, past the blackness of the old monks’ cells and up two steps to the doorway of the main hall. The sweet aroma of peach clots the air, mingling with smoke from the sticks of incense they’ve had burning all afternoon.

				‘The true hunter sees with the edge of their vision,’ the old Almanac declares. ‘Aim your arrow away from the target to hit the bullseye.’

				Ruby looks up at the faded paint of the red and white dragons battling on the ceiling, and lets her eyes soften.

				And she sees it: a vague, shimmery patch, like a cloud of dust particles, gathering, pulsing, taking shape in the corner of her vision. A head taller than a man, it’s bending forward as it moves steadily, towards Fei. Ruby can hear it whispering, its voice a mess of Chinese syllables. But she can just make out the words.

				‘Taozi! Taozi! Peaches. Give me peachessss. Get out of my way! I need themmmm!’

				It hesitates, shadowy paws raised, sniffing the incense, the peaches, the stink of the streets outside, the musty tang coming from the river, ten thousand smells that make up the stench of the great city. And licks its lips.

				The excitement of the moment shunts Ruby’s fear to one side.

				A real hu li jing!

				But she’s not surprised the spirit has materialised. Not at all . . . It’s just what she expects from a place like this, just what she expects from the city she’s known all her life and that is as beautiful as it is weird and utterly strange.

				And just what kind of city is it that conjures fox spirits out of nothing?

				Imagine a place where worlds collide: a restless city, bursting at the seams, where neon light and luxury rub against disease and bewildering poverty. Where, in a few square miles, the citizens of a hundred nations are packed amongst two million natives, all looking for a better life, all trying to ignore or flee the vast country beyond gripped by fear and famine and war.

				Imagine a place where you can be anything you want to be.

				Where you can risk everything and make a fortune overnight – or disappear and lose your head. Where child workers dark factories, and the pleasure palaces never close. Where spies lurk outside department stores, and gangsters cruise the streets in long-nosed cars, carving through the business men and beggars like black sharks swimming teeming seas. A city poised on the edge between perfect ripeness and total ruin.

				Where anything goes – and almost everything you can imagine does, and the air itself is charged with electricity.

				Imagine a place where nothing is ever still, not even the dead in their graves.

				Imagine the great city of Shanghai in September 1926.
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				The fox spirit gives a strangulated cry, and lunges forward.

				‘Now! Now!’ Ruby propels herself into the main hall as hard as she can. Her elbow catches the pillar and something rips the skin there, burning, but there’s no time to worry about that.

				‘Where is iiiit?’ Fei shrieks, looking frantically over both shoulders, blue black plaits flying. ‘Where the hell is it!?’

				Lightning cuts the air, dazzling her for a second. Charlie is looking at Ruby now, the bucket gripped in his slim hands. ‘What do I do?’

				‘Make sure it’s in the incense smoke! Then chuck the water over it.’

				‘But I can’t see anything!’

				Ruby turns her head and sees that buzzy patch of light again, growing, solidifying right in front of Fei. And you can smell a foxy stink filling the hall.

				She points. ‘It’s there! At the peaches!’

				Fei screams and drops the plate, backing away, stumbling and falling onto her back. The confusion seems to startle the spirit, because it fades again, slipping away into nothingness as Ruby runs towards it, pointing the neck of her spirit bottle like a blue gun.

				‘Now,’ she shouts. ‘The water!’

				Charlie slops the bucket’s contents through the incense – and the thunder detonates right overhead, shaking the building to its foundations, plaster and dust raining down. For a split second she sees the spirit clearly, as clear as midday sun: a tall figure dressed in rags, lush red tail beating the ground, its gaunt face trapped halfway between a man and a fox, silver fur around eyes that burn with desperation, drooling as it reaches towards Fei. It’s powerful, much bigger than she imagined – and briefly her courage falters.

				She steels herself and advances again, but the fox disappears into the smoky darkness.

				‘Andrei! Where are you?’

				The Russian boy leaps clear over the altar, gripping the wooden spirit sword in his hands, the magical calligraphy they’ve daubed on the blade a blur. He looks at Ruby, eyes quick under his shaved head. ‘Where it is?’

				Ruby glances at the floor. Are those wet footprints, moving towards her? Fear shunts the blood harder through her veins.

				‘There! Chop it!’

				Andrei slices down where where she points and the blade thuds the rotten matting. He raises it again and starts hacking back and forwards through the smoke. With a shaking hand Ruby holds the bottle as close as she dares, waving it around and around in the incense.

				‘Into the bottle!’ she shouts. ‘Go home, old Mister Fox!’

				Nothing seems to be happening. What if it doesn’t go in? They’ll just have enraged it . . .

				But then the glass starts to feel colder in her hands. And weirdly heavy too, like when she held that block of ice at Fratelli’s ice cream parlour in fast-numbing fingers. It’s as if the bottle’s filling to the brim with an icy liquid, almost too cold to handle.

				Desperately she hangs on. It must be in now. She fumbles the cork down into the bottle’s throat and holds it there, breathing hard, not daring to let go.

				‘We got it! I think we got it.’

				Charlie peers at the bottle through his wire-rimmed spectacles. ‘I couldn’t see anything.’

				‘For moment I see,’ Andrei says, his Russian accent fumbling the Chinese. ‘Horrible . . . strashny!’

				Fei is sitting on the floor, hugging her knees, gazing at Ruby’s hands and the glass fogged with condensation.

				‘And it’s in there now? You’re sure?’

				‘It’s really cold. That’s what the Almanac says, doesn’t it, Yu?’

				She looks up at the boy who’s appeared in the main doorway, silhouetted against the dusk, the breeze rustling his Chinese gown.

				Yu Lan nods. ‘I’ve put binding characters on the label. It can’t get out.’

				They all gaze spellbound at the bottle, all except Charlie who turns and walks a few slow paces away towards the dusky courtyard.

				Ruby senses his movement and turns to watch him go. In the sudden calm she can hear at first only her heart beating, but then the hum of the city returns as if someone’s turning up the volume on the wireless. Street vendors are shouting on Honan Road and there’s the shuddering of freight trains away to the north. A police whistle shrills the air close by.

				Andrei glances in its direction. ‘And now what we do?’

				‘Drop it down the well,’ Ruby says. ‘That should be deep enough.’

				Charlie glances at Fei. ‘Then we’ve got to go. No arguing, Sis.’

				Ruby frowns. He doesn’t seem very excited – not really – or impressed, she thinks, almost as if he’d rather be somewhere else. But what could be more important than this? In all our years and years as friends, this is the single most thrilling thing we’ve ever done.

				‘Charlie? Are you OK?’ she asks.

				‘Just need to get back, that’s all.’ He shoots her one of his familiar crooked smiles, but it’s gone almost before it registers and he tugs absently at the cuffs of his jacket to try and cover his wrists. The sleeves are just that bit too short now. He’s shot up in the last year, she thinks. Sometimes it’s like he thinks he’s more grown up than the rest of us.

				She glances away. Towards Nanking Road you can see neon in the gloom and a tram clanks past behind the temple wall, striking green sparks against the oncoming thunderclouds. The light really has faded, and it’s much – MUCH – later than she thought. Bother. There’ll be hell to pay when she gets back to the Mansions.

				Yu Lan has closed the Almanac and ties the ribbon round the faded covers before tucking it away in the hiding place behind the altar.

				Heart still butterflying, Ruby crosses the courtyard to the well, holding the bottle carefully in her numbed hands. Mother always says she’s cack-handed, an accident waiting to happen. Just like the girls at school who call her that and worse when they’re not teasing her about her freckle-face. At Saint Joseph’s, with the other British and American children, she feels clumsy and awkward all the time, tripping over her own feet, her words. Not like she has always felt in her ‘Chinese World’: alive, capable – skilful, even.

				But even here she doesn’t feel at ease these days.

				The lightning flickers again, illuminating black and white photos of the dead on their forgotten gravestones. They stare unseeing from their glassed frames, and a shiver threatens to show in her hands. She grips tighter.

				‘Let’s get it done.’

				She holds the bottle over the drop.

				Peering down, there’s nothing to see but a darkness so thick you could slice it, just a soft breath of subterranean air coming up to brush her face.

				‘Rest peacefully mister fox spirit,’ she says in her fluent Chinese, ‘and don’t bother us any more.’ She checks again that the stopper is really, really tight,  and then lets the bottle fall.

				The well swallows it in one long, black gulp. Leaning over she strains to listen for the impact, but as usual, there’s no splash, no breaking of glass, nothing to tell that it’s hit the bottom – or give an idea what’s down there.

				Fei thrusts her hands into the pockets of her jacket. ‘Auntie says it’s a way into the Otherworld.’

				‘Don’t be daft,’ Charlie grunts. ‘Dad says—’

				‘What does he know?’ Fei snorts. She takes one of the bruised peaches from her pocket and lobs it into the well. ‘Just in case anything’s hungry down there.’

				‘We did it though,’ Ruby says. ‘That’s the first proper one we’ve done. The book works!’

				Her eyes are shining as she looks to each member of the gang. The stories Ruby devoured when she was small – the Strange Tales of hopping vampires, vengeful ghosts, shapeshifting foxes – are true after all.

				‘We defeated the hu li jing – and it was a really strong one. Maybe a Number Three ranking, even a Two. We’ll have the place to ourselves again.’

				‘I hope so,’ Charlie says quietly, doubt blunting his face. ‘I really hope so.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘Nothing. We gotta get going, Sis.’ He tugs Fei by the elbow. ‘Dad needs us. Zai jian, see you tomorrow. Hopefully.’

				‘Zai jian.’

				‘You stay, Ruby?’ Andrei asks, still clutching the spirit sword, his face hopeful. But Ruby’s smile has disappeared with Charlie.

				She shakes her head. ‘Think I’ll get back. Before it’s dark.’

				Ten minutes later she is trudging home under a grumbling sky, replaying the events of the afternoon. It really happened, she thinks, hands still sensing the cold of the spirit bottle. Now maybe everything will start to feel better, feel more like things used to be.

				But Charlie’s reaction has taken the edge off things . . .

				The rain starts to fall, big heavy bullets of warm water that pock the dusty pavement. She glances up at the windows of their new apartment in Riverside Mansions, letting the rain spatter her face, delaying a moment longer. The building looks ridiculous, out of place, like a stupid wedding cake or something. Next to her looms the advertising hoarding for Soochow Sunshine Dairy. A happy Shanghailander family of four sit around on a picnic rug enjoying bright glasses of milk under the words: Everyone’s Happy and Healthy with Sunshine Milk! Healthy and sterilized!

				She pulls a face and eyes the windows of their eighth floor flat.

				The elation of catching the fox is gone, replaced with the blackness of the well, the photographs on the tombstones blurred with condensation. She used to gaze at them with fascination, studying the faces of the departed intently for a clue as to what lay beyond. But they gave nothing away, and now she avoids them and the drops of water that gather and run behind the glass.

				Tears of the dead, her Amah calls them.

				Why doesn’t Tom have a photo on his stone? Ruby asked once.

				Because we don’t do that, Mother said. The Chinese do, and we don’t.

				But—

				No buts, Ruby. We’re British. Not Chinese. Whether you like it or not. Now leave Thomas to rest in peace. And remember who you are.

				She tries to block the image that comes so often, but it’s too late, and fleetingly Ruby sees her brother laid in his coffin. Amah says if you don’t weigh down the coffins here with enough lead shot, then – in the soft, silty earth beneath Shanghai – they start to move, drifting through the reclaimed marshy ground to Heaven knows where, voyaging on slow, dark currents underground.

				Through the Otherworld.

				The black moods of her parents aren’t the only things troubling Ruby right now in Riverside Mansions. Even if the fox has been banished, who knows whether the other restless spirits will stay away, or return.

				The thunder bangs again and Ruby pushes through the doors into the lobby, moving between the worlds.
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				Every haunting begins somewhere and Ruby’s started on a night six months ago when the paint still smelt wet on the walls of the new apartment and Tom wasn’t long in his grave.

				Winter was blowing snow flurries in from the troubled Interior of China, buffeting Riverside Mansions, and the luminous green hands of her alarm clock had just ticked to half past two.

				She woke abruptly, rocketing from sleep, instantly aware that something weird was happening. She’d been having one of her recurring dreams, the one where she was flying across a vast landscape like the intrepid pilot she always longed to be, her eyes full of a shining, twisting river unfolding beneath. As she snapped awake the image seemed to linger a moment or two after waking – and then she heard the sound that pushed it, and everything else, from her attention: a gasping coming from the ventilation grille on her bedroom wall.

				It was a long, ragged sigh, like the beggar outside their old house on Bubbling Well Road who greeted her each morning with an exhausted wave and a horrific cough, struggling for breath . . .

				But this sounded more animal than human. Or maybe something in between.

				She sat up, every sense sharpening as the sound got louder and louder. Something was crawling slowly up the air conditioning shaft, getting closer by the second. A year or more ago and it would have excited her rather than scared, but not now, and Ruby’s body went rigid with fear. The breathing sound was almost in the room, filling it – and then it stopped dead.

				She could hear her pulse tapping in her ears, the clock on the bedside table cutting the sudden silence.

				‘Hello . . . ?’ she whispered into the grainy darkness. ‘Ni hao?’

				Above her then, she caught sight of movement. The frosted glass lampshade was starting to rock on its chain. Slowly at first and just an inch or two, but then in ever wider arcs, until it was scything through the air, as if someone was giving an extra shove at the top of each swing.

				Still dreaming?

				She pinched her arm, felt the nip of pain, and gazed back wide-eyed at the swaying lamp. Any harder and the glass would smash against the ceiling. Ruby was about to stand up, gathering courage to reach out and grab it with her trembling fingers, when the swing seemed to lose energy. At that precise moment there was a bang from the ventilation shaft, so loud that it sounded like a gunboat shell exploding.

				And then nothing more.

				Pale blue eyes wide, she sat up the rest of the night, watching the clock’s hands drag, arguing with herself about possible causes, hoping that in the morning her parents would mention an earth tremor to explain that loud thump.

				But they didn’t.

				And she already knew what it was: the new apartment block was haunted, just like in the stories Amah had told her since she was young: shapeshifting women who were monsters in disguise, sad-eyed ghost dogs, thin banshees who sat on your chest and sucked your vital ch’i from your body.

				As she rides up now in the lift, the graze on her elbow stinging, she shivers to remember those first few days. How overwhelmed she felt, how afraid of what others might say, how alone. I should have told people sooner, she thinks. Just didn’t want to make a fool of myself. In front of Charlie. He always listens carefully to whatever anyone has to say – no matter who they are – chewing things over for a long moment, then giving a fair opinion. Any other secret she would have shared immediately, but not this. He would have dismissed it out of hand – and so she waited for more, keeping it to herself.

				She didn’t have long to wait.

				Objects seemed to move in her bedroom when she wasn’t there. Or disappeared entirely, like Tom’s broken clockwork monkey with its clashing cymbals that she still kept on her dressing table. One morning it was there and the next it was gone. Mother denied throwing the horrid old thing away, but then gave her an odd look that unnerved even more. Two nights later Ruby thought she heard the monkey’s whirring chatter and clash, close by but muffled, as if sealed in a cupboard or tucked under a blanket. But no matter how hard she looked there was no sign.

				Then there was the book, she thinks, the illustrated Strange Tales. It did that weird thing where it flipped into the air by itself. There was a flurry of pages like a bird startling and it plummeted to the ground where it lay, spine broken and pages splayed, her skin bumping as she tried to summon the courage to pick it back up.

				Worse followed. As the weeks lengthened, she had the recurring sensation that someone, something, was standing right behind her, as if about to tap her on the shoulder or grab hold. Ruby would count to three, and spin round to confront nothing but empty air, or her own confused face staring back from the antique mirror in the hall, blinking in alarm.

				Night after night, she did her best to calm the fears. Nothing can hurt me, she repeated to herself. Mei wenti. Nothing ever scares you, Ruby, Tom always used to say admiringly. But it did now, and the more she pushed it away the stronger it became. The girl who once raced the Chinese streets eager for life and adventure started to fade into memory.

				And then the day things came to a head: she was stirring one of Amah’s suspicious attempts at Mulligatawny soup, when the old lady’s windchimes started to move by themselves. The stained-glass window was shut, there wasn’t a trace of breeze inside or out, but even so the bells started to jingle and shake like mad. Rooted to the spot, Ruby watched as they jerked violently, the dragons carved on each silver bell dancing, the ringing echoing back off the kitchen walls. The temperature plummeted, as if someone had opened the door to their new refrigerator and stood her right inside – and her last drop of courage was gone.

				‘Amah!’ she called in terror, dropping the ladle with a clatter to the tiled floor. ‘Amah!!’

				The old family servant was there in a moment, brown paper face scrunched in concern.

				‘What under Heaven is that racket—’

				Her own colour drained from her as the bells went on jangling. Slowly Amah reached for Ruby’s hand, and together they watched in silence until at last the chimes trembled to a stop.

				‘What is it, Amah?’ Ruby whispered.

				‘We have a restless spirit,’ the old lady said quietly. ‘I told you they should never have built on this ground. But don’t worry. Most spirits and foxes don’t hurt people. I’ll go to ask the sifu at New Moon Temple what we should do.’

				‘What if he can’t help?’

				‘Always help when you need it somewhere. Don’t worry, Ruby – did I ever tell you about when I was little and an old fox cast a spell on our village? He was dressed up as a young man, but really it was just a skin he pulled on as he went about his foxy business of seducing young women and luring them to his den in the hills . . .’ And off she went, spinning a familiar story into Ruby’s ears. Once she would have lapped it up, and believed a lot of it too, but now Amah’s story felt too close to home. All too real.

				As August crushed Shanghai with heat and the hauntings got more and more frequent, fear left its mark on Ruby’s skin, drawing rings under her eyes, prickling her flesh constantly, transforming her from a girl who once knew no fear at all, to one held almost permanently in its grip. And at last the effort to keep her secrets from the others became too much too bear.

				In their den at White Cloud, Charlie, Fei and Andrei listened intently as she poured out her story about the chimes, the breathing, the monkey.

				No one spoke at first as she looked eagerly from face to face.

				‘You do believe me, don’t you?’

				Charlie puffed out his cheeks. ‘Bu zhi dao. Dunno—’

				Fei’s eyes had opened wide as saucers and she dug her elbow into Charlie’s ribs. ‘But of course! Everyone knows this part of town is rotten with foxes.’

				‘I was here other night,’ Andrei said, leaning forward eagerly, meaty hands gripping his knees. ‘We got nowhere to sleep after Mama lose job. I can’t stay where she staying . . . And I think I hear something. There were noises back in old rooms. When I go to look there is something in the corner of one, but when I shout, it just seem to disappear.’

				‘Why didn’t you say?’ Charlie sniffed.

				‘Because nobody believe me. Then later I hear this weird howl.’ He tipped his head back and moaned a long falling note that should have been funny but somehow unsettled them all, even Charlie shifting uncomfortably. Above, the shadowy statue of the Jade Emperor stared down from under his fierce, heavy eyebrows.

				‘You see, Charlie?’ Ruby said anxiously, trying to gauge his reaction.

				‘It was probably just a stray dog.’

				‘Then what about that thing we saw by Soochow Creek. That hopping vampire,’ Fei protested. ‘You nearly wet yourself.’

				Charlie groaned. ‘We were really little then. Dad says—’

				‘But it was real!’ Ruby implored. ‘You should have seen those wind chimes.’

				The conversation died to awkward silence, leaving Ruby frustrated, worried Charlie thought she was acting like a little kid.

				But surely now he believes her after that encounter with the fox?

				She hesitates and wipes a fresh ooze of blood from her arm. In the corridor her own footsteps bounce back off the walls, and she hurries, glancing over her shoulder, the distant thunder muffled but ominous. By the time Ruby’s through their front door, the full weight of the storm is battering Riverside Mansions. The mirror in the hall reflects the sitting room windows beyond, lightning whiting out the sky.

				‘Where the blazes have you been?’ Father snaps from behind his paper, making her jump. ‘It’s way past your curfew and it’s filthy out.’

				‘I was with the Tangs,’ she says, longing to tell someone about the fox, but there’s no point with Dad. He always declares he has no time for superstitious bilge. Better not to make matters worse. ‘I’m sorry—’

				‘You need to wake up, Ruby. Pay attention to the real world.’ He shakes the paper, trying to jar the words there into better sense.

				‘But I am paying attention—’

				‘You do NOT need me to tell you what your mother has been through . . .’ he adds, biting off his own words.

				‘No,’ she murmurs. Once he would have smiled to see her having fun, running wild, but that seems like another world now, the one where he would ruffle her hair and call her Shanghai Ruby. These days he’s always so preoccupied with work, with Mother. ‘Sorry.’

				‘If you only knew what she’s been going through.’

				But what about me? Ruby thinks. What about what I’ve been through?

				Father prods the headline on the front of the paper, holds it out for her to see. ‘You need to listen to us about where and when you go places. Understand?’

				In bold letters the North China Daily News declares:  COMMUNISTS AGITATING IN CITY. DEATHS REPORTED.

				Best not be too stubborn, she thinks. Show some interest. ‘Communists? Are they like the Nationalists?’

				‘Pfff. A bit – but worse. They don’t want the likes of us here.’

				‘Will there be a revolution? Like in Russia?’

				‘God, no. And we’ll be fine. International Settlement’s safe as houses.’

				‘They’re piling sandbags at the checkpoints, and there’s tanks on the Bund by the river.’

				‘Just goes to show how safe we are. But you need to stick in the Settlement for now, and the French Concession. Keep out of the Old City—’

				‘But Nantao’s more fun.’

				‘No blasted “buts”, Ruby,’ Father growls, trying to make his damaged leg comfortable. ‘They’re for goats. Nantao is under that crackpot of a warlord and those Green Hand thugs are really running the show there—’

				Mother comes in, hands clasped in front of her. She sees Ruby and takes a sharp gasp of air.

				‘I’ve been worried sick, Ruby—’ Her gaze falls on the bloodied elbow.

				‘What have you done to yourself?’

				‘Nothing, I—’

				‘Amah?’ Mother calls, voice jagged. ‘Amah! Fetch Germolene and some hot water! Ruby’s gone and cut herself the stupid girl.’

				Amah bustles in as fast as she can on her tiny, bound feet. ‘Now then, Miss Ruby, we’ll get this cleaned up in no time,’ she clucks away in Shanghai dialect.

				‘English, Amah!’ Mother snaps. ‘Speak English, or Pidgin at least so I can understand. Savvy?’

				Amah nods. ‘Savvy.’

				‘And tell your nephew and niece not to be so rough.’

				‘No problem, Missee Harkner.’

				‘Amah!’ Ruby whispers hurriedly in Chinese, unable to contain herself. ‘We did it. We got the fox!’

				‘English!’ Father pleads. ‘So we can all join in.’

				Amah winks, and leads her away past the mirror to the bathroom, whispering in dialect. ‘Then you’ve done better than that hopeless sifu at the joss house. The only spirit he understood came in a bottle.’

				‘It worked,’ Ruby whispers back, and Amah listens intently to the story of the cleansing of the fox spirit, applauding quietly.

				‘I’ve always said it, Ruby. You’ve got the knack. And you one of them foreign devils!’

				Ruby frowns. ‘I was born here, Amah. I’m not a foreigner.’

				Later, elbow cleaned and bandaged, she goes to stand by the window. The only thing she really likes about the new place is how it makes her feel she’s hovering over the city. Like that Taoist trick of leaving your body and floating high overhead to view the world like an eagle.

				Her gaze roves across the skyline. Beyond the waste ground, what she and the others have always called ‘the Wilderness’, she can see the lights of the Plum Blossom Dance Hall and the Great World Amusement Palace, sweet neon colours running in the rain: raspberry, lemon, white. The traffic’s still thickening the main artery of Nanking Road and below her, on the wide, windswept stretch of river, the warships of America, Japan, Britain and France are moored bow to stern, flags shivering at mastheads. Even in this weather sampans and junks are jostling on the water. On the far bank chimneys chug grey-white smoke above Pudong, factory nightshifts beginning.

				She thinks of her friends, the members of the Ghost Society.

				Blood sisters and brothers: Andrei, all heart and fists, probably trying to find somewhere to bed down for the night, hungry as ever; rich Yu Lan, the newest member of the gang, being pampered inside his father’s mansion. She thinks of Charlie and Fei snug in their alleyway house, the place always filled with their father’s sharp humour as he emerges from his writing room to greet visitors, his faced dobbed with ink. She wishes she was there now – eating buns, drinking cups of steaming tea, listening to the gossip or Fei telling a funny story, pulling ridiculous faces as she boasts of how she’ll be a movie star one day. And Charlie bursting into laughter . . . or leaning forward in earnest talk with visitors to the house, as they discuss China and its problems.

				Anywhere but this antiseptic apartment block that wants to pretend China doesn’t really exist. She wishes she was with Charlie. That they had more time together—

				Her elbow’s throbbing again.

				What if something’s got in there? Some stupid germ. Forget it, she thinks. I’m protected now, right? But is the talisman Yu drew for me just for foxes and ghosts or does it include germs and diseases? They’re all threats, aren’t they? It should work for illness too then . . .

				She pulls the carefully folded and refolded piece of yellow paper from her pocket and studies it intently. A complex kind of old Chinese character, forty-eight strokes and squiggles of the brush. You mustn’t miss a single one and you need to do it in the right order, Yu Lan said, or it won’t work. She refolds the talisman and pushes it under her pillow.

				According to the Almanac, Clouds grind down mountains. Water rusts the sword. This talisman repels all evil.

				The yellow paper crackles reassuringly as she puts her head down. Nothing weird has happened in the flat since Yu traced it out, just that familiar fragment of a dream now and then on the edge of sleep, the river snaking towards a vast horizon.

				I’m protected, she thinks as she drifts down towards the water. Mei wenti

				Her sleep is so deep that half an hour later she doesn’t hear gunfire breaking against the night just a few streets away. So secure that she doesn’t catch a word of the stop-start argument in the corridor later as her parents go to bed.

				‘The girl’s fine,’ Father grunts. ‘Stop worrying for Heaven’s sake, Stella.’

				‘We should go back to Doctor Sprick. Remember the awful night terrors she had when she was small. And that heartbeat still isn’t—’

				‘Man’s a quack. Take a sleeping pill or two and get some rest. Please.’

				‘She’s paler than normal. If they weren’t related to Amah I’d stop her running with those Tang children. Have you seen how that boy looks at her sometimes?’

				‘They’re just kids. But it might be best if she doesn’t spend so much time with them.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Something brewing. One or two people about to get their fingers burnt,’ Father rumbles. ‘Or chopped right off. Maybe it’s time we started thinking about sending her home. All of us going even. It might be safer.’

				He bumps the door shut as the last of the gunfire echoes down the Huangpu, towards the Yangtze River and into the huge continent beyond.

				Next morning the storm has gone. Rickshaws swish the damp roads, and Shanghai smells almost fresh, the usual stench from the river and the honey-carts that slop raw sewage to distant fields banished. At least for an hour or so.

				A few bright clouds are pinned to the blue dome above and the day lifts in front of her like when she was younger and everything was easy, when she and Tom explored the outskirts of the sprawling city and watched puppet plays about King Monkey and his expulsion from Heaven, or marvelled at fire eaters and contortionists.

				As she strides towards the temple she whistles a scrap of Chinese folk song. Still a few days to the start of school and no one to call her toad face or beetroot Ruby. And no bad dreams last night, she thinks. No bumps in the night. The talisman is working, just like the Almanac promised.
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SHADOWS - YANQTZE

A long, dark and winding journey into the troubled
interior of China

Ruby and Charlie must follow the Yangtze hundreds
of miles upriver, travelling by Chinese junk and
rogue steamer, through bandit and ghost-haunted
countryside - tracking Moonface as he spirits Fei
away. Everything is in flux around them, and danger
is ever present. And soon it's hard to tell the living
from the dead ...
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