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Dawn breaks in pieces across Shanghai.

Hot gunfire and explosions are still shaking the air as the last survivors of the doomed uprising are crushed by gangsters from the Green Hand. Columns of smoke lift the sky like thick, grey pillars, the bodies of the fallen lying beneath; waiting to be carted off to unmarked graves.

Apart from Moonface’s men, not a soul is braving the streets, and the shops and grand hotels are all locked up tight. Even the Great World Amusement Palace is closed, its nine floors of acrobats and dancers dark and silent – and it never shuts. The sun stamps the shadows of its towers on the deserted street as machine guns rattle, fall silent, rattle again.

But far away up Bubbling Well Road, on the outskirts of the city, something is moving. A green van is nosing out through the gates of Liska Bakery, its driver still uncertain whether to risk the morning or not. Underneath the company name on the van’s side, a jaunty cartoon fox waits patiently, holding up a biscuit and licking his lips.

The young man at the wheel leans out of the window. No gunfire for a full minute. Is that the end of it, or will the whole shooting match start up again? Some of the roads may still be blocked, dangerous, but he’s late with an urgent order and can’t risk losing his job – not with his youngest child sick and another mouth to feed on the way. He cranks the gearstick. Better go for it. At least not much to get in the way.

He stomps his foot to the floor, roaring forward into the morning, and, as the van veers though the bakery gates, yellow sun blinds its side.

The grinning fox painted there seems to blink in the light.
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TO GO IS TO DIE

Two miles away, Ruby is also impatient to get moving, listening hard as a fresh volley of gunshots echoes across the rooftops.

It’s difficult to tell where the fighting’s coming from now: the Chinese City? Could be even closer, the French Concession maybe, or even not far from home. From the veranda of White Cloud all she can see is confused smoke shapeshifting behind the trees that loom over the old temple.

She turns to Charlie. ‘What do you think?’

‘Still too dangerous. Give it another twenty minutes.’

‘But Moonface will be getting away. We should go after Fei now—’

‘I know that. But there’s no point getting gunned down before we’ve even started. He’ll already be miles down the Huangpu. We need a real plan.’

‘Well I think it’s dying down. I’m sure it is.’

She turns back towards the smoke, counting seconds between the gunfire like she always counts the gap between lightning and thunder when storms come bludgeoning in off the sea.

Five, six, seven …

It’s ages since they climbed exhausted from the well, and now she’s revived and ready to go again, the impulsive, fearless part of herself – Shanghai Ruby – urging her to action.

… eight, nine, ten, eleven—

Another blast shakes the rooftops and she scuffs the boards in frustration.

‘OK, five more minutes. But then we’ve got to do something.’

Charlie takes off his new spectacles, cleaning them carefully with shoulders hunched. ‘Moonface said he was taking Fei to his ancestral home. I’m just not sure exactly where that is. Dad would know, but there’s no way to ask him. If he’s even alive.’

‘What about his – friends?’

‘They’ll all be dead now. Or in hiding …’

She reaches out and rests a hand on his shoulder. The tension and anxiety is holding him rigid there, but it softens very slightly at the touch.

‘I’m sure your dad’s alive,’ she says. ‘And so is Fei. And we can go after her and save her, I know we can.’

‘Dad didn’t look good,’ Charlie groans. ‘And who knows what we’ll face upriver if we do go.’

Ruby glances at Lao Jin’s spirit sword lying on the step beside her. Its copper blade is dull now, all of its trembling fire gone, and it looks like nothing more than a prop from the crash and bang of Chinese Opera. But it did really happen, she thinks: the spectral Shadow Warriors, the flickering of the sword as it parried bullets, and sliced through their cold, black forms.

‘If we could deal with those things in the tunnel, we can stop Moonface. Mei wenti, Charlie. No problem.’

Charlie puts the glasses back on and shakes his head. Hard to tell whether he’s shaking away the black memories of the tunnel, or denying the whole thing happened. Sometimes it’s so hard to work out what he’s thinking as the cogwheels whirr away with that quiet intensity.

‘We’ll catch them, Charlie. Save Fei.’

‘But don’t you see? We might not come back.’ He counts off the dangers on his fingers. ‘Bandits and rogue armies. Gangsters. And there’s a real anti-foreigner feeling again. You know what Confucius said?’

‘What?’

‘When you go on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.’

‘I don’t get it.’

‘One for the person you want to get revenge on. One for yourself. I have to go, but you can stay here. Keep safe.’

‘But it’s not revenge. It’s a rescue and I’m going with you. Just like in Outlaws of the Marsh. I’ll be Hu San Niang, and you be Lin Chong.’

Charlie takes in a sharp breath. ‘We’re too old for all that stuff. To go might be to die. This isn’t a game.’

‘I know that, Charlie. I’m not a little kid any more.’ She jumps to her feet and sweeps the spirit sword from the step. ‘Of course it isn’t a game. This is real.’

She steps down amongst the weeds and sweeps clear a patch of damp earth, scuffing the stones away with her school shoes, then scores a large X in it with the tip of the sword.

‘That’s real,’ she says.

‘What?’

‘The place where we start our journey. And the place we’ll come back to. With Fei. We’ll be real warriors, risking everything. For real.’

And in that moment she feels it. Feels there’s a good chance they will stand here again, whatever happens, whatever it takes.

If only Lao Jin was still here to help. Then it would be easier, much easier.

But he isn’t.

Behind her in the shadows of the main hall Jin’s body lies crumpled under a blanket. For the umpteenth time she glances back at it. There has been no miraculous return to life, of course. Stupid to think there could be – despite what she saw him do with his ch’i, his Taoist magic. Before she gathered courage to cover his face, she had checked one more time for breath, but there was nothing. At least he seemed at peace, or rather like he was concentrating on something only he could see, a million miles away …

Jin’s faithful dog Straw is still huddled beside him, his muzzle resting on his master’s belly, eyes tight shut.

Still it was weird about that photo on the grave. It jolly well looked like Jin, at least last night it did. Now, try as hard as she can, she’s been unable to find it again. Not a trace – nor its mysterious inscription. Gone back to the mountain. She grips the sword tighter, eyes scanning the gravestones beneath the scrubby trees again. Surely it was right there?

A crow calls loudly overhead, its shadow settling on the shadow of a branch above, setting it dancing. The bird stays there a moment, and then a solitary gunshot, not far off, shocks it back into flight.

Ruby startles with it, but that has to be at least five minutes since the last gunfire. Time to get going.

She looks back at Charlie. ‘It’s too dangerous for you out there on the streets. Even if the worst has stopped, the Green Hand might try and nab you. But do you think Amah would know where Moonface comes from?’

‘Auntie gets things all mixed up. And it’s not safe yet for you either.’

‘Nothing can happen to me in broad daylight, can it? Not in the International Settlement. I’ll be fifteen minutes.’

Charlie seems on the verge of arguing, then gives in. ‘Go on then, it’s worth a try. But be quick!’

‘Cross my heart and …’

Hope to die.

She grimaces, looks up at the smoke-streaked sky above, the disc of the sun punching through, lighting the courtyard. But somehow it doesn’t lift the last of the night off the bamboo grove, the silent graves. Maybe it’s just tiredness, the after-effects of all that squinting in the pitch-dark tunnel.

‘I’ll be two shakes. No longer, I promise.’

She plants the sword on the cross she’s made on the ground, throws Charlie a determined smile, and then dashes away across the compound. At the last second she checks back and tosses Jin’s hat to him, before spinning on her heel again and running for home.

Time to play the good little English girl again, she thinks. Even if it’s just for the next few minutes.



 

A quick pair of eyes watches her go …

… sees her dart for the hole in the gates, her pale, slim shadow keeping pace beneath her …

… sees Charlie pacing the veranda, his own eyes fixed on Ruby. From there the gaze travels to Jin’s dead body, the scruffy dog beside it.

The spirit sword lying where she placed it.

The watcher focuses on the cross in the dirt. If you look really closely, even that casts a shadow, the furrowed soil making another cross fractionally to one side.

Everything has a shadow. Sometimes you can’t see it, but it’s always there, waiting for the light, the right moment, the right eyes. Every object – clouds, trees, people, mountains, telegraph wires, ants, flowers. Every moment, every journey. Every life has a shadow.

And every love too.

And sometimes, when the world’s a complete mess and nothing makes sense, the shadow world is very close indeed. You can fail to notice the boundary between this world and the one beyond. Stray across a line.

The watcher turns and melts into the darkness under the trees.
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NO MORE NOODLES

It feels like she’s the only thing moving in the whole vast city.

The building site on the corner of the street is deserted, holes filled with frothed, muddy water and wheelbarrows and shovels abandoned. Beyond that a car stands motionless on the glittering tram tracks, one door wrenched open, passengers and driver nowhere to be seen. No trams rumbling, no Sikh policemen whistling frantically, nothing.

A fresh burst of gunfire shatters the silence and stops her dead in her tracks. Ruby tilts her head. How far away was that, and which direction? And is it better to keep to the main streets or dodge across the Wilderness?

Take the old short cut, she thinks. No way of really knowing which is better and every second could count.

At the corner she cuts onto the path across the waste ground, sweat breaking as she runs full tilt for the Mansions. There’s another sound now, a growling in the air above her, and a moment later an aeroplane’s shadow flits across her own. Shielding her eyes against the brightness, she glances up to see a biplane wobbling away towards Nantao like some disorientated bumblebee, the silhouettes of the pilot and passenger clearly visible in the open cockpit.

Must be someone taking a look at the aftermath of last night’s battles, she thinks. Journalists, or maybe one of the foreign air forces. What must the city look like from up there? Probably you’d see everything more clearly, see where the checkpoints are shut or open, spot which streets are safe and which ones the Green Hand are still blocking. Perhaps you’d even be able to see Moonface’s launch out on the river. Track it all the way …

Fat chance!

Down here it feels more like a maze this morning. You don’t know what’s around even the next corner.

She runs on, prickly weeds flicking her shins. It’s good Dad tried to help in the end, but how could he have done it? How could he have betrayed Fei to the Green Hand in the first place? Now look what’s happened. And God only knows where Mother is.

Well, it can wait. The single most urgent thing is to rescue Fei. Nothing else matters, except that – and keeping close to Charlie, and helping him.

In the distance the plane turns, blurring into the smoke. She squints to follow its course and jogs on – and virtually stumbles straight over a body lying sprawled on the rough track.

Oh God.

It’s a young man, his head wrenched to one side amongst the yellowing grass and weeds, the back of his jacket soaked dark with blood. One hand is reaching out stiffly, and shiny bluebottle flies already fidgeting the air over the body.

Cautiously she circles to get a better look. The man’s eyes are wide open and the drops of morning dew on his eyelashes shiver in the breeze. Knotted around his neck is a blood-red kerchief. Must be one of the Communists, she thinks, tricked into the open and then hacked down by the Green Hand.

Curiosity nudges the fear to one side, and she crouches down beside him. There’s something familiar in the slope of those eyebrows, the hollowed cheeks, but it takes a long moment for the penny to drop.

That’s it! The noodle seller – the one who passed the package to Charlie before that mess of a journey into the old city. He had looked up and down the street, fear pulsing in those quick, dark eyes.

And now he’s stone cold dead.

Ruby rocks back on her heels. She can’t just leave him like that, it’s not right, especially if he’s a friend of the Tang family. That’s what I always used to do, she thinks, take care of things. Like the dead baby in Hankow. She reaches out with trembling fingertips to close his eyelids, but the rigor mortis has set in and they won’t budge. Grimacing, she fumbles the tight knot of the kerchief undone and then lays it over his face. The ink has leached out of the cheap material, leaving a blotchy red ring marked around his neck.

She straightens, mutters half a quick prayer, then turns and hares away along the track, eager now for the safety of the Mansions.

There’s always death here, she knows that: the bodies of tramps frosted on the pavements in the morning after long winter’s nights, the awful stories in the paper about gangsters, overheard gossip about atrocities further afield.

But now it feels so close. Just a whisker away and lurking in wait for you if you take the wrong turn, whether you’re a Taoist martial-arts master or a schoolchild or even just a humble noodle seller.


 

If the city is quiet, the stillness in Riverside Mansions is unearthly. Even the dust motes have stopped moving in the sunlit entrance lobby. Nobody in sight at all, staff and residents all hidden away behind closed doors.

If I see Mother I’ll just bolt for it, she thinks as the lift hums its way to the top floor. There’s no way I’m backing out of helping Fei, and no way she’s going to stop me.

And if I see Dad?

In those last moments in the Chinese City, with bullets flying, there was a glimpse of the father she once knew: the one whose smile occasionally filled his face, who showed Tom and her the moon’s craters through his telescope. The one who seemed to have disappeared for good when Tom died. There are so many questions she’s bursting to ask, anger too. But there’s just no way the conversation will end with him waving her off on the rescue mission with words of encouragement when the air has been cleared. If it can ever be cleared …

I’m as good as on my own for now, she thinks. At least as far as my stupid family goes.

And what about the ghosts?

There’s not a hint of the pins and needles prickling, the goosebumps lying flat and smooth on her skin. And there’s no sign of Tom either.

There wasn’t even a glimpse of him the whole way back through the tunnel … and nothing more this morning. Maybe he’s gone for good, she thinks, maybe I won’t see him again. But I did see him, I’m sure of that.

She takes a deep breath to steady herself, and then climbs the backstairs to the servants’ quarters two at a time, desperate not to lose another minute.


 

When she sees Ruby, Amah hesitates a second and then throws a fierce hug around her, squeezing tight.

‘Thank Heaven,’ she mutters. ‘I was worried, Ruby. So worried.’

‘I’m fine. I need to ask you something—’

‘Did you find Fei? What happened to you last night?’

‘I – well, we …’

How to explain everything that’s happened since the last time she was here? Best to keep it as simple as possible. Just the vital bits of the story.

‘I went with Charlie to the Chinese City.’

Amah’s papery forehead wrinkles. ‘In that chaos? You must both be absolutely crazy. And how could you have done that anyway? The barriers were all shut.’

‘That man I told you about at the temple – Lao Jin – he showed us a secret way and we went to one of Moonface’s houses and tried to rescue Fei. Mister Tang was there – and Dad too. But he was injured badly, Mister Tang that is, and Moonface got away and took Fei with him—’

Amah groans. ‘Slow down, girl! You’re babbling.’ She lets go of Ruby’s shoulders and sinks down on the little bed, shaking her head. ‘I knew it. I knew it.’

‘Knew what?’

‘That my brother would end up in trouble like this. He gets starry-eyed and thinks he can make the world a better place. But you can’t really, can you? You can only take care of the things around you. Your family for example.’

‘I need to know something important.’

But Amah’s not listening. ‘Where did they go? Hospital? Or have the Green Hand got him?’

‘I don’t know,’ Ruby moans, feet twitching restlessly beneath her. ‘Amah, I need to know something about Moonface.’

The old lady shakes her head again. ‘What a mess. My poor brother – and then there’s your mother in hospital again—’

‘Hospital?’

‘Saint Luke’s. Mister Harkner says it’s her nerves. But if you ask me it’s her shen, her spirit – it’s all over the place. She needs a priest, not a doctor. Kept muttering away about seeing things that couldn’t be there.’

Now the shivers start coming hard again all over. Somewhere far away across town a train whistle shrieks.

‘Things?’

Amah reaches out to squeeze her hand. ‘Oh, you poor girl. You look white as a sheet. Your mother will be fine—’

‘I know she will. It’s Fei I’m worried about, Amah!’

‘We must notify the authorities. Your father will know what to do …’

‘But we need to do something now!’

In the silence that follows, Ruby’s gaze roams the room – and locks on to the tiny photograph on the dresser, the one of the young Mister Tang and Amah standing on the main street of that distant village. Twenty years ago? Maybe more. She crosses the floor and picks up the framed print.

‘At least you’re safe,’ Amah sighs.

‘Is this Plum Blossom Village? Where you and Mister Tang grew up?’

‘Peach Blossom,’ Amah corrects. ‘We were born there. Before the bandits ransacked it. It’s where Moonface started. Running a pack of thugs and lording it over everyone. Can’t believe he’s still plaguing our lives—’

‘Where is it?’

‘Fifty li or so downriver from Hankow. On the north bank.’

‘Do you think he still goes there?’

‘They say his old home is a big place somewhere upriver so I suppose so. Why?’

‘I need to get going,’ Ruby says. ‘Can you lend me some money?’

‘Go where, for Heaven’s sake?’

‘We’re going after Fei. We’re heading upriver.’

Amah jumps to her feet, eyes flashing. ‘Out of the question. The night porter told me the Nationalists are attacking Hankow and there’s something really bad going on up beyond the Gorges. Your parents will kill me if I let you out of here.’

‘I’m sorry, Amah.’

The old lady grabs Ruby by the shoulders, shaking her fiercely. ‘You’re talking nonsense. Mister Harkner’s in Customs. He can pull strings, find out where Moonface has taken Fei. It’ll be ransom he’s after. Think of your parents, Ruby—’

‘I can look after myself,’ Ruby says impatiently, tugging her arms free of Amah’s grip. ‘And besides, they don’t care about me.’

‘Of course they do, you silly girl. They love you.’

‘I’ve promised Charlie we’ll go—’

Amah moves to block her exit, but Ruby ducks under her flailing arm. By the door there’s a pot containing some cash – Amah’s housekeeping – and as she bundles through the door she snatches a handful of coins, then turns and runs hard down the darkened corridor.

‘Rubyyyyy!’ Amah calls, her voice desperate. ‘Don’t go! That part of the country is thick with foxes. I’ve seen what they can do.’

I’m sorry. Really sorry, Ruby thinks, banging through the door into the stairwell, her old guardian’s voice still pleading for her to stop, as she tries to follow, but unable to run on her crippled, bound feet.

‘It’ll be suicide … !’

I can do it, Amah, Ruby thinks as she bounds down the steps. I’ll find Fei. And I’ll come back, safe and sound.

Cross my heart and …



 

Half a mile away the Liska Bakery van is hurtling towards the river, the driver peering anxiously over his steering wheel, dodging the remains of a smoking barricade and turning off Nanking Road down a side street. As the tyres rumble over some smouldering debris the painted fox on the side shakes violently.

Damn it. Never going to make it on time, he thinks. Faster.
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And now she’s seeing ghosts.

WHAT WILL YOU BELIEVE?
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