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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.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Chapheads.pdf]

				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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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
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