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For my mother, have you eaten yet?

媽咪, 食飯未呀?
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Author’s Note


[image: A hexagonal symbol featuring a yin-yang design at the center, surrounded by eight trigrams.]

This is a historical fantasy, emphasis on the fantasy.

Harbour of Hungry Ghosts is loosely set in Hong Kong in 1855–6. Key figures and events mentioned in the novel happened in real life, although I have altered some of the details to suit my plot. Ng Choy (Wu Tingfang) was indeed the first Chinese barrister and member of the Hong Kong Legislative Council, but not until 1877. The Arrow incident happened entirely at Guangzhou (Canton) rather than Hong Kong. The Central Police Station on Wellington Road was not built until 1857. Most of the streets and buildings mentioned were built in the 1800s, but some were not yet completed in 1855.

The Chinese words in this book largely follow Cantonese, which is the principal language spoken in Hong Kong, Guangdong and Macau both during the time period and to this day. Readers may be more familiar with the Mandarin pinyin spellings of certain words. Cantonese is the language of my parents and of the old hopping vampire and martial arts films from Hong Kong cinema that I am paying homage to. It is rare to see Cantonese in novels, especially fantasy novels, and I believe representation matters. The romanisation of Cantonese into English was inconsistent, with multiple competing systems (e.g. standard romanisation, Yale, Sidney Lau), until the introduction of Jyutping in 1993. Because of this, I have chosen to go with romanisation that looks right to me. There are a few notable exceptions, e.g. qi, that I thought might already be familiar to a fantasy readership. Few people in this era were monolingual Cantonese speakers, and therefore moving across languages made sense to me. I hope it makes sense to you too.

There is a glossary and dramatis personae for those interested.







Glossary
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阿爸

ah ba

father

阿哥

ah gor

older brother, also generally used for older boys/young men

阿媽

ah ma

mother

阿 Sir

ah seh

general term of respect for authority figures

哎呀

aiyah

informal exclamation denoting surprise, dismay, anger

白眉神

Bak Mei San

god of prostitutes and brothels

八卦

batgua

eight-trigram mirror

白骨精

bat gwat jing

white bone spirit, a giant skeleton

水上人

Boat Dwellers

ethnic group living on boats in coastal areas of south China

本地

Bundei

indigenous inhabitants of Hong Kong

廣州

Canton

modern-day Guangzhou, a city in the south of China



Ceylon

modern-day Sri Lanka

叉燒包

charsiu bao

steamed barbecue pork bun

腸粉

cheung fun

steamed rice noodle sheets

清明節

Chingming

also known as Tomb Sweeping Day, a traditional festival in April for ancestor worship

菜

choi

vegetables; greens

鍾馗

Chung Kwai

god of demon hunting and king of ghosts

粥

congee

rice porridge

笛子

dektsi

bamboo flute

刀

dou

single-edged curved sword

八珍湯

Eight Treasure revitalising soup

soup to heal internal energy

芙蓉

foo yung

omelette-style dish



Formosa

modern-day Taiwan

符

fu

talisman paper on which words of power are written


福祿壽

Fuk Luk Sau

three gods of fortune, prosperity and longevity

九嬰

gau ying

monster with nine infants’ heads on a serpent’s body

殭屍

geongsi

hopping vampire/zombie

恭喜發財

gong hei fat choi

New Year saying: congratulations and wealth

關刀

guandou

type of polearm

關羽

Guan Yu

god of martial skills and military

石獅

guardian lion/stone lion

paired statues found in front of buildings

鬼

gwei

ghost

鬼佬

gweilo

slang for European/Caucasian, literal meaning ghost man

客家

Hakka

ethnic group/language in south China and south-east Asia

福佬

Hokkien

ethnic group/language in south China and south-east Asia

馬面

Horse-Face

one of two guardians of the underworld

好啦

hou la

okay; fine

鬼節

Hungry Ghost Festival

a traditional festival in autumn when the deceased are venerated

芥蘭

kai lan

leafy green vegetable

求籤

kau chim

fortune-telling through drawing sticks

劍

kiam

double-edged straight sword

臘腸

lap cheong

preserved sausages

里

li

traditional unit of distance

老闆

louban

boss

女鬼

lui gwei

female ghost



Malacca

state in modern-day Malaysia

文昌

Man Cheong

god of literature

饅頭

mantau

plain steamed bun

茅台

mau toi

clear spirit with strong alcohol content

無啦啦

mo la la

unexpected, suddenly

崑崙

Mount Kunlun

mythical home of the gods

妹妹

mui mui

little sister, also generally used for younger girls

農曆新年

New Year

also known as Chinese New Year/Lunar New Year

年獸

nin sau

year beast

牛頭

Ox-Head

one of two guardians of the underworld

琵琶

peipa

pear-shaped lute

北京

Peking

modern-day Beijing

婆婆

por por

maternal grandmother

氣

qi

life energy that flows through meridian lines

雄黃酒

realgar wine

alcohol containing arsenic

生

sang

honorific for mister, Mr

師父

sifu

martial arts teacher

燒賣

siu mai

pork and prawn steamed dumpling

叔叔

suk suk

uncle, also generally used for old men

身體健康

sun tai geen hong

New Year saying: wishing you good health

太太

tai tai

colloquial for wife, married woman

潮州

Teochew

ethnic group/language in south China and south-east Asia

天狗

tingou

heavenly dog, said to eat the sun/moon during an eclipse

湯圓

tongyun

glutinous rice-flour balls

箏

tsang

plucked zither

打小人

villain hitting

method of cursing one’s enemies

混沌

wandun

primordial chaos being

渾儀

wan yi

astronomy sphere

狐狸精

wulei jing

fox spirit

妖怪

yiugwai

supernatural being, monster

二胡

yiwu

two-stringed instrument







Dramatis Personae
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(Characters with * next to their name are based on real historical figures.)

In Hong Kong


	Por Por Au – Grandmistress Ghost-Queller, grandmother and matriarch of the Au family of yiugwai hunters

	Au Kiamling – elder granddaughter and apprentice yiugwai hunter

	Au Jingling – younger granddaughter and sister to Au Kiamling




	Tsui Chihoi – childhood friend of Kiamling and Jingling

	Madam Yau Yuhuan – owner of the Pavilion of Spring Buds brothel

	Ng Choy (also known as Wu Tingfang)* – first Chinese barrister and member of the Hong Kong Legislative Council

	Mr Cheng – owner of Lin Heung teahouse

	Wong Keilin – potwasher at Lin Heung teahouse

	Mr Kwok – waiter at Lin Heung teahouse

	Mr Ma – owner of the House of Harmonious Dreams opium den

	Mr Soon – owner of dried-food shop

	Mrs Tang – owner of ceremonial-goods shop

	Mr Leung – foreman and chief carpenter in Hong Kong

	Mr Fung – local butcher

	Archie Redferne – newly arrived British civil servant and interpreter

	Sir John Bowring* – governor of Hong Kong

	Lady Maria Bowring* – wife to the governor

	Reverend Nairns – colonial chaplain and acting head of St John’s Cathedral

	Bishop George Smith* – Bishop of the Diocese of Victoria

	Brother Thomas – a missionary

	Francis Peake – secretary to the governor

	William Lancaster – superintendent of police

	Mr Thompson – night manager at the Hongkong Hotel



In Canton and beyond


	Beggar So (also known as So Chan)* – kung fu master and head of the Beggar Clan

	Old Man Lo – a yiugwai hunter in Canton

	One-eyed Tse – a yiugwai hunter in Canton

	Henry Parkes* – British consul in Canton

	Ye Mingchen* – viceroy of Liangguang, based in Canton

	Henry Pottinger* – plenipotentiary to China at the end of the First Opium War, signatory of the Treaty of Nanjing, first governor of Hong Kong

	Hong Xiuquan* – leader of the Taiping Rebellion









Chapter One
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The dozens of joss sticks had already burnt to red spikes, ash like ribbons of shed snakeskin, and still Por Por had not returned. Kiamling threw another handful of hell notes onto the fire. They curled up in the flames, bright as tiger stripes before fading into the darkness. The heat rose to greet her. White and orange tongues flickered hungrily against the shadows between sunset and nightfall, the living and the dead.

Back in Canton, an auspicious date would have been chosen for the ceremony. Preparations and offerings made for days beforehand. Here they only had one night. Kiamling was tempted to start the ritual without her grandmother. She knew exactly what needed to be done. Ever since they had moved to the new colony of Hong Kong, her por por’s services had been in demand. The British threw up new buildings like they were clay pots, one after another after another filling the shoreline. To them it was an indulgence to let the locals bless the land, but to the Chinese labourers it was a necessity.

“You didn’t get the pineapple.” Kiamling’s grandmother had the eyesight of an eagle. Kiamling could barely make out the older woman’s hunched silhouette, and yet her por por could clearly see the offerings Kiamling had laid out for the dead: a boiled chicken, freshly slaughtered; a pyramid of mangoes, their sweet juices making Kiamling’s mouth water; and a heavily laden branch of jewel-red lychees. Always like Por Por to comment on what was lacking rather than praise what had been done. The old woman weaved her way through the burial mounds without so much as a misstep, her staff guiding her.

“It was too expensive.” Kiamling’s voice was high and defensive.

“Should’ve gone myself. They give me a discount.” Por Por prodded the basin of offerings with a stick. At least her silence over these meant implicit approval. Kiamling took it, desperate for any droplets of water on her parched tongue.

It had been five years since her apprenticeship had started in earnest. Five years since they had moved south to the island colony with thousands of other Chinese workers seeking employment and safety from the troubles. Five years of waking up at sunrise to meditate, do training exercises, practise calligraphy and study rice-paper scrolls. Kiamling had gone from a scrawny teen, delicate as a sapling, to a hardy young woman, skin as brown as those who worked the fields.

She may have been trusted with the preparation for the blessing, but Por Por always led. It did not matter how often Kiamling pleaded with her, the older woman insisted she wasn’t ready. Por Por rang a handbell, the sound echoing across the darkness of night. The Chinese knew to avoid the area, had seen the yellow fu talismans pasted around and were safely indoors under the protection of door gods and family shrines. The British had treated it as a spectator sport at first, showing up during the first few exhumations in their sedan chairs, tiffin tins filled with snacks and fine porcelain teapots. But even they grew bored of the novelty, until the spirit hours were left once more to Kiamling and her grandmother: the only yiugwai hunters in Hong Kong.

Por Por chanted, kneeling down beside each burial mound and whispering the ritual words. The earth responded in kind, tossing and turning like she had awoken it from a deep slumber. Loose dirt scattered under her steadying hand, and the corpses stood up in their graves.

Even after all these years, it was fascinating to behold. The dead rising not with smooth movements, or even the clumsiness of an infant, but springing up, limbs locked straight, like statues pulled to their feet. Their skin, where it remained, was thin and grey, barely covering the bones. Tattered robes and pants hung loosely from emaciated bodies, disconcertingly similar to those Kiamling wore herself. After all, before the British arrived this had been a fishing community, and practical, hard-wearing clothing scarcely changed from one generation to the next. The living villagers had long since been relocated, and their ancestors were being exhumed to make way for British expansion. This land would be a new police station, whether the locals wished it or not.

Kiamling worked quickly, expending a burst of qi to make her steps light and fast. Every living thing had qi – vital energy – that flowed through meridian lines in the body. Most people went through life without any real awareness of it, apart from an inkling when they were sick or dying and their supply was entirely spent. Through training or sometimes sheer force of will, a few had their qi unlocked. They could use it for skills beyond what the body was normally capable of: speed, strength, lightness, healing or even fire. Short bursts of qi could be quickly replenished with a good night’s sleep or revitalising foods. Longer than that and there was a risk the pool would be burnt away permanently.

She bounded across the rows of the dead, fastening a fu talisman to each forehead. The brief contact with the corpses’ skin chilled her fingers. She had been warned many times that prolonged contact could cause permanent damage. Por Por watched, arms folded like the governor-general himself. Then the old woman rang the bell again, and the corpses lifted their arms outwards. One more ring and they jumped out of their shallow graves on stiff legs, ready to move to the new burial site.

They hopped into a line following Por Por’s bell and the swaying paper lantern she had hooked onto her staff. Kiamling joined at the other end, stifling a yawn. If they were lucky, she would get a few hours’ sleep before morning, but it was not guaranteed. The corpses’ new home was far from the growing heart of the harbour. It had been a point of contention with the villagers, arguing vehemently that their ancestors’ spirits would be disoriented by the move and become hungry ghosts unable to find their offerings. Nothing good came of disturbing the dead. Worse than poverty in life, a hungry ghost was forgotten: neglected, destined to roam mindlessly for all eternity. But the British were not for budging on the matter.

The spirits should be satiated by Kiamling’s offerings. More food and hell notes than she made in a lunar month. By the time they’d finished moving the dead, the villagers would have demolished the physical food, barely leaving even a measly chicken wing for her to gnaw on. Por Por would get a white envelope of money for their services, but it was never much and would barely cover the cost of incense and paper. It would be another week of sweet potatoes and mantau, as always.

They were nearly out of the European quarter when things started to go wrong. Lightning lit up a cloudless sky like a warning shot. There was a noise like feral animals fighting, and something barrelled into the orderly line of hopping corpses. Limbs entangled as someone fell heavily to the ground. Kiamling stared in shock, waiting for the screams of horror to start. Instead, deep laughter and a heady smell of alcohol assailed her.

“I told you not to run!” The man’s intentions were as clear as his yelled English. His crisp uniform – ubiquitously worn by the British military stationed around the island – was almost unrecognisable, crumpled and unbuttoned to the navel. He ran his hands down the green-tinged neck of the corpse, clearly too drunk to realise this was not the woman he had been chasing, and mumbled words that Kiamling was glad her por por wouldn’t fully understand. The woman who had scrambled out of his grasp was watching further up the street. She held a hand to her mouth to hide a smile.

Kiamling was frozen to the spot, her brain working fast to catch up with what was happening. The woman, face heavily powdered and lips red, bowed – too shallow to be respectful – and turned away, her white tail dancing like an orchid stem as she slunk into the shadows.

Wulei jing. Fox spirits were incarnations of chaos. Most kept well away from yiugwai hunters, but this one had led a merry chase deliberately into their column. Clearly up to no good – wulei jing wouldn’t risk inauspicious energy by careening into animated corpses without reason. Kiamling’s interest was piqued. There was a thread to be pulled on here, one far more interesting than shepherding corpses from one burial ground to another. Without thinking, she coiled like a spring onto her back foot, ready to give chase.

“Ah Kiam!” Too late Por Por called her attention to the foolish officer. Inebriated, he ripped the fu talisman off the corpse’s face to kiss it, throwing the yellow paper carelessly to the ground. Kiamling cursed as she redirected her energy. With whip-snap speed she covered the short distance, dragging the man back by the collar of his uniform as the dead woman’s eyes turned liquid black and she bit at the space he had just occupied. No longer a corpse, she had transformed into a geongsi. The monster snarled, her teeth sharp as a butcher’s saw as she lunged for the yiugwai hunter instead. Kiamling hit at her paralysis points with two fingers and the geongsi froze in place, black claws screeching to a halt.

This shouldn’t be happening. The corpses in the graveyard had received proper funeral rites. They were empty vessels, their spirits crossed over to the afterlife without reason to return. All the proper offerings had been made.

The geongsi’s mouth twitched, a fraction of a second before the paralysis broke. Closing the meridian lines on an undead monster was not Kiamling’s best call; for a starter they did not have the life force to block. It was long enough, however, for her to unsheathe her coin sword in one smooth motion and cut across the monster’s torso. The creature’s scream pierced the air, causing the fu talismans on the other corpses to flutter with the strength of the blast. No time to mess around. Kiamling held her sword in both hands and lopped off the geongsi’s head. The yiugwai-hunting weapon was unique to their trade. Made of blessed coins threaded with red string around a peach-wood core, it was impractical against any living foe, but against the undead and their ilk, it sliced like the sharpest cleaver.

Only after the scream stopped ringing in her ears did she hear Por Por’s command echoing in the silence. “Hold, hold!” It was too late. Too late to consider the ways she could have contained the geongsi rather than dispatching it. Too late to investigate what had gone wrong. Por Por did not voice her disapproval; the thin line of her pursed lips was enough.

They locked eyes across the column of remaining corpses. Yellow fu talismans littered the ground. Words of power had been written on those paper slips, ineffective now they were no longer attached to the corpses. Some of the bodies crumpled straight down. But four of them, an inauspicious number, remained standing, bodies creaking like rusty hinges. Por Por eased a batgua mirror from her belt pouch and signalled to her granddaughter.

“What in the blazes…” the British officer said behind Kiamling. All the newly awakened geongsi swivelled towards him. His breath was an intoxicating scent to them: life and energy. Things they would sup on until he too was transformed into a qi-sucking monster. Por Por thrust her mirror forward in one hand, angling the eight-sided frame. The geongsi covered their eyes, blinded by the moonlight reflected on its flat surface, and Kiamling threw a handful of glutinous rice on the ground. The soles of their feet hissed as the rice grains blackened, leaching out the negative energy. The smell of sulphur filled the air.

Kiamling pushed the officer behind her, parrying the approaching geongsi with her coin sword. She slashed at one, the sword slicing a burning arc down through the creature’s collarbone, slaying the monster. The blade wedged in the hollow ribcage of the corpse. Kiamling pulled with all her might, desperately trying to retrieve her most effective weapon as the other monsters surrounded them. Of course, it had to be the least decomposed corpse, not one whose brittle bones would shatter with a single strong blow. The remaining three geongsi lurched forward and the British officer grabbed her shoulders, pushing her in front as a shield.

“She’s younger!” he offered the undead.

“He’s softer!” Kiamling shot back. She could not shake the drunken coward off, but she dared not turn her attention to him either.

She ducked, the officer having the foresight to follow her movements, and the leading geongsi’s sharp claw hands swiped uselessly overhead. Slamming her hand over his gaping gob, Kiamling mouthed in English: Hold your breath. The monsters did not have good eyesight, but the man’s hyperventilating was signalling their position like the smell of a roast suckling pig.

She needed a plan. A distraction. A—

A dull thud sounded as Por Por’s staff smacked into the side of the geongsi’s head. The monster swayed for a moment before toppling. For good measure she reattached a talisman to its forehead. The other two had been similarly neutralised. She looked down at Kiamling with faint displeasure. “Are you planning on squatting there all night?”

Kiamling stood, face flushed crimson, and wiped her hands on her tunic. The officer still clung to her like a frightened child, and she had to prise his vice-like grip from her. Por Por rang her bell and the corpses stood as though nothing had happened, as though they hadn’t just transformed into vicious monsters. One stepped out of line, and Por Por tapped at its feet with her staff until it took a side-hop back into position. She nodded approvingly at the neat column.

“Someone died angry,” she said, sucking her teeth. It was not unheard of. Resentful emotions at the end could not always be neutralised by the proper funeral rites. The negative energy remained, slowly turning benign corpses into geongsi.

Two corpses could not be recovered, the two Kiamling had all but obliterated during the fight. She knew exactly what her grandmother would say next. “You can come back for that lot.”

She’d need at least two trips with baskets, or if she was lucky, she could scrounge a wheelbarrow off someone. She could already feel the twinge in her shoulders from the fight, her internal qi reserves depleted.

“You aren’t leaving me here, are you?” the man said, tugging at her sleeve.

“You’re welcome to come to the graveyard with us,” Kiamling said innocently. He let go immediately. “Who shall we make the bill out to?”

“The bill?”

“For the exorcism. The destruction of property.” She brushed geongsi dust from her top. Was never entirely sure what that stuff was… probably not worth thinking about too hard. “And the laundry bill.” Chancing it there, but he did not have to know her clothes were threadbare and dirty before the incident.

Dismay coagulated to outrage on the officer’s face, a blotchy red flush spreading from his neck up. He looked as if he was about to give her a piece of his mind when the night caught up with him and he started throwing up.

“On second thoughts, never mind. We’ll figure it out.”

Kiamling could have warned him. The adrenaline rush, the stench of a geongsi’s breath and the realisation that they hadn’t been reincarnated as a street dog or a snake had a tendency to do that to people. Relief tinged with disbelief. By morning he would have convinced himself it had been an alcohol-addled nightmare.

For Kiamling, it was just another day.







Chapter Two
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The bamboo yoke creaked as the heavy baskets on either end slumped to the ground. There wasn’t a single wheelbarrow to be found, but a shoulder pole did the trick. Kiamling wiped the dust from her face on her wide sleeves. How much was dirt and how much was the ashen remains of the bodies, she no longer knew. Nor – truth be told – cared. After the first ten or fifteen exorcisms, they all blurred into one.

“You sorted them?” Por Por poked one basket with her staff. What she meant was: had Kiamling just scooped up the debris and dumped it into baskets or had she taken the time to separate the bone fragments and match the frayed shrouds to ensure each body was kept separate and complete? They weren’t complete anyway, not any more. Not that it really mattered. Hadn’t they already had funerals and crossed over to the afterlife?

“Yes.” Kiamling was pleased with her clipped response. Harder to catch the lie when she’d given so little. But perhaps too curt. Impolite even. She belatedly added, “Of course.”

She made the mistake of meeting her por por’s eye. No, that wasn’t fooling anyone. The woman could see through stone and iron. Kiamling tipped one basket into an open grave, the noise distracting her if not her grandmother. At least the dust hid the disapproval.

Por Por did not need to know that Kiamling had spotted bone shards at the original burial site, gleaming white like broken shells in the lamplight. Nor did she need to know that she had scuffed them away with her foot, covering them with a thin layer of earth.

“The main thing is, job done.”

The silence was as thick as the midday humidity. Por Por was furious. The nagging lectures were always forthcoming, but their ferocity was in direct proportion to the length of the preceding silence. The silence meant not just a usual amount of disappointment, but ancestors-turning-in-their-graves levels. Por Por’s fingernails drummed on her staff like a hawk’s talons. It must have only been minutes until she spoke again, though it felt like hours.

“Your mother would’ve taken more care.” Here it was. The inevitable comparison game. Kiamling had nothing against her parents, the supposedly incomparable yiugwai hunters of Canton province. She just resented how much her por por idolised them. They had been deified in death, raised on the household shrine next to Chung Kwai, the god of monster hunting himself.

If Por Por was to be believed, her parents were flawless. A perfect couple, quick-witted, dauntless, as beautiful as the gods, with excellent martial skills and deep wells of internal qi. Por Por had happily retired from the business, confident they could take over. Their expertise was sought across the southern provinces: dealing with dangerous creatures no one else could handle. That was, until their untimely demise at the hands of malevolent ghosts. Only once had Kiamling voiced the obvious – if they were so good at their jobs, how did they get bested? The question earned her ten lashes with a bamboo cane and she dared not speak it again. She still flinched when she heard the switch against an ox’s flank.

The thing was, the parents she remembered were not the yiugwai-hunting heroes who gleamed in her grandmother’s memory like the constellation of the azure dragon. They had been brusque. Busy. Inattentive.

One time she had watched her mother sleep. Squatted by her woven mat and stared in fascination at a woman she barely knew, moles she’d never noticed before and scars that ran up uncovered arms. She had screwed up her face and imagined that they were not strangers under the same roof. That her mother would sack off the monster hunting and take them for soup dumplings. Comb Kiamling’s hair tenderly rather than the eye-watering raking Por Por ministered. Tell her daughters something – anything – about their lives.

When her parents woke, it was training and fighting and travelling as always until Kiamling could only remember the shape of the scar and not the person who bore it. When they had died, she felt nothing. She was more distraught about leaving Canton city, the only home she had ever known. By then her training had started, and there were other things to think about.

“Well, she’s dead.” Deliberately callous, she watched the words lodge like splinters under Por Por’s skin. She couldn’t help herself sometimes, quick to fire and quicker to suffocate in her own smoke.

“She’d be disappointed to see her firstborn so reckless on the job.” It might’ve worked, three or four years ago. She might’ve yearned for the approval of her dead parents enough to buckle down. But Kiamling saw past Por Por’s rhetoric now. An old woman gripping on to shadow puppets. The bygone days.

“It’s done now, why does it matter how?”

“It matters, Au Kiamling, because cutting things down doesn’t solve every problem.”

“Works for me.” It was a circular argument, one they had repeated as many times as the fighting forms.

“Just… just go home. You cannot understand when you aren’t listening.”
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Kiamling’s head rang with the echo of handbells. It was a lie, of course – the handbells had ceased long ago, but the hammering in her skull remained. Thoughts like buzzing mosquitoes, never keeping still enough for her to pin down. She was ready to lie down. Ready for the sweet bliss of a few hours’ sleep before dawn. Por Por had sent her home before her meeting with the village elders and their inspection of the new grave site. It was meant as a punishment for her transgressions, but Kiamling could not help but see it as a reward. She disliked the slippery etiquette around their line of work. The faded line between respect and disgust for those who worked with monsters and ghosts. Yiugwai hunters were social pariahs, their proximity to malevolence and death associating them with bad luck in the eyes of the locals. None so unfortunate as the Au family of female monster hunters, unable to produce a single male successor in six generations.

Kicking off her shoes, she lay on the hard matting and willed herself to sleep. A bony elbow jabbed her in the side until she turned over. Her sister lay mere inches away. “I’m sleeping.” Kiamling refused to open her eyes.

“And I am but a lovely dream.” Jingling’s voice was bright. The sound of someone refreshed after a whole night’s sleep. Two years her junior, Jingling was day to Kiamling’s night. Other families had gold and jade, rice fields and orchards, learned scholars and herbalists. The Au family had Jingling. Even in their darkest moments, Jingling was a spring breeze on a sweltering day. Her fair hands took to anything she tried: watercolour, embroidery and dance alike. The family couldn’t easily afford those things, but Kiamling was determined that her sister would have them one day. The life she was meant to lead.

“More like a nightmare,” Kiamling tossed back. Jingling tickled her stomach just enough that she could not sleep. Kiamling groaned, throwing a hand over her face. “What?”

“How did it go?” Jingling liked the stories. As children, Kiamling would tease her with tales of ghosts and monsters, but her sister was never afraid. She drank them in with saucer eyes and asked for more. Kiamling embellished them, adding actions and songs, leaping across their shared bed and kicking imagined demons to the ground. Even now Jingling wanted to hear each detail. Her eyes gleamed like she was pulling a paintbrush across rice paper. It was difficult to resist her powers of persuasion.

Jingling sighed as her sister concluded the story, smacking her lips together as if to taste the last sweet morsels. Then she curled up like a cat radiating heat, the words unspoken: I wish I could come too. She no longer voiced them. Kiamling understood the desire to be useful, to carry on the family business. When she had been about ten, she had snuck out with her sister to watch their parents complete an exorcism. They had held each other, clammy, jittering hands filled with nervous excitement. Kiamling had been so engrossed, leaning forward against the wall they hid behind, that she did not at first notice her sister had passed out. Carrying the eight-year-old home on her back, she’d understood that shared blood did not equate to shared mettle. Jingling had accepted this also, satisfied to listen instead to the stories her sister would recount.

“Por Por was on form. She just can’t accept things done differently. She needs to listen for a change. Stop assuming she has all the answers and pushing people away.” Kiamling heard her sister shift beside her. Could almost hear her smirk. She opened her bleary eyes, regretting it immediately but too impatient to ignore the bait. “What?”

“I said nothing.” Jingling kept an even expression on her face, but the corners of her mouth twitched.

“You thought it.”

“I dare not disrespect my older sister,” she said, tone in mocking opposition to her words. Kiamling sat up, so suddenly that her sister squealed and kicked out her legs between them, sensing the attack that was coming. Jingling might be able to wind her up as well as any sibling, but she knew well that her yiugwai hunter elder sister could – and in previous arguments had – target her paralysis points. It was an unfair advantage that Kiamling was willing to stoop to.

“Out with it!”

“You and Por Por are too alike. She wants you to do everything her way. You want to do everything your way, cut people off before you’ve heard them out. Perhaps you should be listening to your own advice.” Jingling scrunched her eyes closed, waiting for the lid to blow off the overspilling pot.

“When’ve I done anything of the sort?” Kiamling’s overtired brain decided at this moment that it would stifle a yawn and pluck out the answer. Held it dangling like a spider dropped down from the ceiling, spinning slowly before her.

“Hoi gor,” Jingling confirmed. Hoi had lived next door to them in the Canton slums. Childhood friends since birth, he and Kiamling had been inseparable until Por Por had decided to move to the new colony of Hong Kong. Hoi had asked Kiamling to run away with him, elope at fifteen without parental consent or dowry. Kiamling had looked at him as if he had grown a coconut where his head should have been. She had rejected him so thoroughly, so devastating in her critique of his ridiculous notion, that he had turned brittle before their eyes. They might have left for Hong Kong, but he went further. Bought a one-way ticket for the next ship to the gold mines over the ocean.

The memory left a bitter taste in her mouth, like drinking water from a tainted well. She knew her words had been too sharp for Hoi’s foolish proposal. Each one a barb into his thin skin. And yet she couldn’t take them back. She had things to do, skills to learn that would only be hindered by a boy and his lovesick dream of a life together. What need did she have for him, for anyone? She’d not intended to push him onto a ship to America, but all the same she had meant every word.

Now she rearranged her glare into indifference. “It was for his own good. Probably has a house made of gold by now.”

Her sister ran a finger along the grain of the woven sleeping mat. “Perhaps.”

One of the cockerels crowed, throaty and bright despite the darkness having not fully receded. Por Por prized the roosters for keeping malevolent spirits away. A crowing bird is worth more than a laying hen, she would say. Kiamling begged to disagree. Morning always came too soon. Metal pots clattered in the nearby houses and a hum of quiet chatter competed with the cicadas. Kiamling rolled onto her front, face-down in an attempt to deny the fact.

“Ah Kiam, I—”

“It’s fine,” she interrupted, pulling herself to her feet. “I need to get to work.”

“Say hello to Keilin for me.” Her sister kissed her cheek to apologise for upsetting her. The younger girl couldn’t help it. Hers was a quiet life, full of pleasant pastimes and foolish thoughts. A life without worry. One day Kiamling would have to burst that bubble, but not today. Not now. Let Jingling stir up old gossip and strain for tales of yiugwai hunting. It could only mean her sister was bored, and bored meant safe; bored meant happy. Safe and happy was all she wanted for her little sister.







Chapter Three
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Kiamling was tempted to skip practice, but her feet moved into the yard without her bidding, setting up the first forms before she could rebel against them. It was ingrained into her very bones. Palm and foot formations followed by sword and spear. A solitary dance watched only by the sparrows who chattered on the roofs. Beneath her thin shoes she could feel the scattered pebbles of the ground. With each sweeping step, the island stirred around her. The set sequence of movements helped her rebalance her qi. Even without a full night’s sleep, the life essence she had used the night before would be slowly replenished throughout the day, like a dripping tap eventually filled a bucket.

She checked her belt of supplies. The pouch of glutinous rice was almost empty. The uncooked rice grains were creamier than the everyday rice, powdery against her fingers. Most people bought glutinous rice to make sticky rice cakes or round soup dumplings for festivals, but it was also excellent at leaching out negative energy. In a pinch, it could repel a geongsi, and could delay someone undergoing transformation after being bitten.

The roll of fu talisman papers also needed filling up. With the right combination of words the long yellow strips could stun all sorts of monsters; could be used as a barrier, even be lit as a projectile weapon. Kiamling enjoyed practising the latter the most. At one point Jingling had followed her around with a bucket of water until she had mastered the direction of her aim.

A small gourd of chicken’s blood hung by her right hip. That one was still full thankfully; even she did not like the distressing job of obtaining the blood ink needed to write the characters on the fu. A spool of red thread, a hand bell and a batgua mirror were fastened to her left side. She polished the small round mirror with the hem of her loose tunic. It was set in an eight-sided wooden frame representing the equilibrium of opposing forces; such mirrors were used by locals as well as yiugwai hunters to ward off evil and misfortune. Or in Kiamling’s personal opinion, if you were a rotting corpse of a geongsi, you wouldn’t want to look at your own reflection either.

Dawn had broken by the time she finished and hurried east to the harbourfront. They lived on the margins of the Chinese district, removed from the rest of the community, who did not want the misfortune of being neighbours with a family who courted monsters and ghosts. Despite the wide streets, she had to weave around wagons loaded with fruit and veg for the market; sedan chairs waiting for the first customers; stallholders hanging out wares in front of their shops. Shutters were flung open and laundry hung on wooden poles from first-floor windows. The pungent smell of dried fish and fresh steamed buns wafted between wide awnings of bamboo or old sheets pinned to provide much-needed reprieve when the sun was at its zenith. Vertical signs were pushed forward onto pillars or hooked higher up the side of buildings, clamouring for attention in an overcrowded visual landscape. Most things happened early or late. The midday sun was relentless, and coupled with humidity so thick it could be cut with a cleaver, the majority of people returned home or hid in the shade.

Further east as she walked, the Chinese district merged into the European district and the architecture became significantly grander. Three-floor buildings with external hallways lined with arched pillars. The British preferred simple designs in many respects, but their buildings towered tall and pale, like the people, over the organic bustle of the rest of the island.

The new cathedral was the tallest building in the area, drawing the eye as well as her feet. Kiamling had watched them install the bell, the pulley straining under the weight. The first Sunday it had started to ring, even Por Por had leapt out of her skin, the sound cutting through the air like the screech of a beast. It no longer bothered them – another foreign voice in the cacophony of an already noisy island – but Kiamling didn’t know what to make of the pristine building: more like a fortress than a place of worship.

There had been a kindly bishop when it had opened. He had tried to talk to the Chinese in Mandarin, much to their amusement. Such was his enthusiasm for missionary work, he was in Ceylon or Japan or somewhere else most of the time. In his absence, the colonial chaplain was in charge. The sour-faced minister stood now at the double doors, his head swivelling this way and that, frown lines indented into his thin cheeks like sharp nails in clay. He looked the sort who wouldn’t find a single dish to his liking at a banquet. Kiamling kept her head down and hurried on, colliding almost immediately with someone as she rounded the corner.

“Oh, I’m dreadfully sorry, are you hurt? I mean, would you like my handkerchief? What am I saying…” The flustered young Englishman’s hands shook as he held out a white square of cloth, positively thrusting it at Kiamling. She must have looked confused, because he suddenly started yammering like a wind-up bird. Kiamling burst out laughing. It was Cantonese. At least it was supposed to be. The poor man – no older than her really – stammered and tried again. The words were there, polite, formal words that no one had ever used in conversation with her, but his tones were all wrong. Down when they should be up, flat when they should curve like a rounded belly.

She repeated it back, just the last phrase. “Up at the end,” she explained in clipped English.

His earnest face brightened. “You speak English! I’m looking for a tutor, you see, vis-à-vis a language partner.”

Kiamling extricated herself with a pasted smile. “Try the fishermen on the waterfront,” she offered as she sidestepped.

“I did, but they didn’t understand me and then they, erm, proceeded to use some very creative hand gestures.” He had folded his arms, pulling himself in tight like a turtle in its shell. The fishermen may well not have understood his odd inflection, especially when the Boat Dwellers mostly spoke their own language. However, it was just as likely they had heard every word and refused him all the same. Hong Kong was a veritable hotchpotch of indigenous ethnic groups – Boat People, Hakka, Hokkien and Bundei – as well as the more recent Cantonese speakers who had emigrated to the island seeking their fortune. To the British they were all Chinese.

“The cobbler at the corner might help you.”

“Do you think?” His eyes lit up and he attempted an awkward bow as Kiamling kept moving, picking up speed to a brisk walk. Thankfully he did not attempt to follow. The cobbler was no more likely to help, but he hadn’t paid Por Por’s bill yet. Besides, he had to sit as he mended shoes, which meant no getting away from the talkative gweilo. Kiamling was nothing if not petty.

The kitchen of the Lin Heung teahouse was bustling when Kiamling finally arrived. The hiss of bamboo steamers rose above the din of tea bowls being stacked and sorted. The rhythmic thud of cleavers mincing pork on well-worn chopping boards was staccatoed with remarks tossed like hot embers from the head chef’s mouth. Don’t you know how to use a knife? I wouldn’t feed those to my dogs. I can pleat better than that in my sleep! And to Kiamling: Any later and you might as well stay with the corpses. He didn’t even glance in her direction, his large hands dexterous as he rolled dough into perfect circles. Beside him, his assistants worked quickly to fill the wrappers, crimping the meat fillings inside before placing them on bamboo steamers. Kiamling nodded in acknowledgement. She knew better than to answer back when the chef was in one of his moods.

Squatting by the dining room door was her fellow potwasher, Keilin. She wordlessly handed Kiamling the remaining mantau. It was nothing more than a plain steamed bun, no filling or topping like the fancy dim sum being prepared all around them. It was also the first thing Kiamling had eaten in twelve hours and the main reason she loved this job.

“Kwok gor scalded himself. Had to be sent home,” Keilin said by way of greeting. The heavy kettles of boiling water sat on charcoal stoves on the teahouse floor, easily accessible when a customer needed a refill. But they were also notorious burn risks, especially when manoeuvring blisteringly hot water.

The louban rang the bell to announce service and slid open the teahouse doors. Half a dozen customers were already waiting: a mix of well-to-do Chinese merchants and British gentlemen, all clutching newspapers three or four weeks out of date. They talked about Queen Victoria and Lord Palmerston like they were friends at the cricket club. Waiting staff scooped tea leaves from wooden drawers into lidded bowls, covering them to steep in the hot water. Other teahouses had given in to the British preference for teapots on the table, but the patrons of Lin Heung were amused by the more traditional way. The skill of holding a handleless bowl, tipping the lid just enough to pour the freshly brewed tea into a smaller drinking cup. The most experienced left no more than a drop on the table; the novices might as well pour it directly into their laps.

Kiamling and Keilin were happily relegated to the alley outside the kitchen with their wooden tubs of dishwater and endless towers of dirty plates and cups. They could chat, nibbling on unfinished dumplings and bao when no one was looking. Sometimes Kiamling even took the used tea leaves home to dry and use again. She enjoyed the mindlessness of the job. Her fingers pruned in the cold water, but at least they were clean. Keilin always had a story or three about the fancy Western hotels she cleaned in the afternoons. “They wear cages, that’s what pulls in their waists. The other girls told me it was whalebones!”

“One of you needs to get on kettle duty.” Mr Cheng’s round face was perspiring from the heat of the kitchen. When neither of them eagerly jumped to volunteer, the owner of the teahouse added, “Well?”

“Yes, louban,” Kiamling answered reluctantly, and he nodded, disappearing back inside. She stood, her legs protesting at the sudden movement. It was only fair, since Keilin had deigned to save her breakfast.

Her friend beamed in thanks. “Think of the stories – the British dukes and Indian maharajas you might meet!” Her hands continued to scrub soy sauce stained plates, but her imagination was somewhere else entirely.

Every round table of the teahouse was occupied, but even at a glance it was obvious to Kiamling that the Chinese customers were of a different social status to her. Jade pendants conspicuously worn around the neck and silk robes with embroidered hems stood in contrast to the practical hemp top and trousers of the common folk. Kiamling hefted the heavy kettle with both hands, staggering under its weight. A clumsy misstep swung it against her forearm and she winced as the burning-hot metal touched her skin. A customer waved a fan in the air at her, gesturing at his unlidded tea bowl. Kiamling obliged, glad that the kettle would be that bit lighter the more she poured. The pallid-toned European merchant ignored her, continuing a conversation in English. “I’m telling you, it is a travesty. Appointing a Chinaman!”

The other man had the decency to glance at Kiamling, considering her presence for a brief moment. His eyes slid off her as if it was of no consequence. “He is from Malacca, educated in London, I believe.”

“He could be educated in Timbuktu for all it matters. We don’t need a Chinaman on the Legislative Council. What we need is free trade with Peking! For the celestial emperor to get off his high horse and give us more tea. Silk. Porcelain. Do you know how much they would pay for this back home?” He held up the teacup, an ornate border around the rim. The blue and white porcelain was coveted most of all by the European merchants. “Honestly, all this kowtowing nonsense. All the Treaty of Nanking gave us was this island, and five measly ports to trade in. If you ask me, they should have taken more.”

“Well, the decision’s been made. Bowring has some philanthropic idea of making sure the natives are looked after. Doesn’t want to end up in the state the East India Company found themselves in.” The other man opened his snuff box, inhaling the fine tobacco through one nostril.

“At least under Company rule we turned a tidy profit! This isn’t some charity project, this is business.” The first man leant in conspiratorially. Peculiar given they were having the conversation out in the open as Chinese waiters passed over steamers and plates of pastries. Kiamling had, despite herself, been lured by the gossip and had forgotten she was supposed to be filling tea bowls. The man abruptly stopped what he was saying and looked up at her with a snap. “Are you quite simple or just hoping to whore yourself out standing there?”

Kiamling was in shock. It wasn’t the words, which she’d heard before in many forms and from many mouths. It was the utter indifference with which they were spoken. The assumption she would not understand a word of English, and on the slight chance she did, it mattered little anyway.

“I was just wondering if all your bastards were as ugly as you,” she replied in Cantonese, cushioning her words with a cheery smile. She paused but had judged correctly. She had learnt English. Absorbed it on the docks, in the teahouses and from half a dozen other casual jobs she’d done over the years. It was a necessity. Neither man spoke the local language – they had staff for that.

For good measure, she tipped the kettle and spilt boiling water everywhere. The man leapt to his feet, cursing as it splattered onto his hands and lap. Yelling nonsense about the inferiority of the Oriental brain. It was worth every coin docked from her wages.
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In an ideal world, Kiamling would have snuck off after the lunchtime rush had quietened down. They didn’t need two potwashers in the afternoon, and the thought of three hours’ uninterrupted sleep was blissful. But she needed to collect her wages. She had managed to fill her stomach with leftovers from the teahouse, but all there was at home for her sister and Por Por was salted greens. A few coins could buy them some dried fish, a couple of chicken eggs or even a cup of broken rice.

Mr Cheng stood at the door like a guardian lion, blowing out smoke from a long-stemmed tobacco pipe. His braid fell to the small of his back like a snake’s tail.

“Louban, another good day for the teahouse,” Kiamling congratulated him. She sidled up, standing on the step beside him. “I heard some customers say Lin Heung’s tea leaves are the most fragrant on the island. Finest-quality young leaves.”

His eyes swivelled to the sign painted by the door. Finest-quality young leaves. Best tea in Hong Kong. Kiamling hastened to draw his attention back. “The pork buns were exceptional today. Very juicy.” Belatedly she realised she shouldn’t know what they tasted like at all.

Mr Cheng let it slide. He reached into his pocket and counted out several coins into her hand. Kiamling swallowed the lump in her throat. If he no longer berated her for eating leftovers in the alley like a street dog, then he pitied her, knew how meagre her family’s finances were. The coins were like rice grains in her palm. Better than nothing but would barely touch the sides. The owner added one more. “Extra, for your advice.”

In the corner of the teahouse was an altar with the three gods of fortune, prosperity and longevity. A vase of fresh flowers and a small bowl of fruit was placed before them as usual. The manager often asked for the gods’ blessing before the start of a shift and was careful to wipe down the statues at the end of the day. This was nothing new. The Fuk Luk Sau trio of old men were in high demand across businesses and even in homes. What was new was the cross hanging over their heads.

Kiamling recognised it from the cathedral she had passed in the morning, and from the pendants around the necks of the missionaries who sporadically handed out food and regaled the children with stories. The god of the Christians.

“Yesterday one of our regulars brought some church men with him for dim sum. They made quite a scene, and, well…” Mr Cheng wrung his hands together. The front of his head, shaved bald by imperial edict, shone with perspiration and his forehead wrinkled up as he thought back. The confrontation had clearly upset him. Being called out during the lunchtime rush by foreign priests was the kind of publicity no thriving business wanted. Pressuring him to take down his altar and turn to their western God. To remove the Fuk Luk Sau gods would be courting disaster. An offence even Kiamling and her grandmother could not help him out of. Instead, he’d chosen compromise.

Kiamling knew what he was asking for: her blessing to mix the two religions. Her confirmation that no gods or spirits would be cursing his name, pulling the foundations out from under his business. Despite the mild panic in her chest that she had no answer for the unvoiced question, a small part of her was comforted that he had come to her rather than Por Por. Her head buzzed with the rush of elation, and with blustered confidence she replied, “No problem at all. Just offer more joss sticks; on festival days burn a few more offerings. The gods don’t mind sharing.”

Relief spilt across the man’s face like a lotus leaf unfurling on the water’s surface. All the puckered veins hidden under the smooth, calm surface. Por Por was wrong. Kiamling was more than capable of making decisions without her guidance. She had settled this without needing to ask for help. Her earnings could provide for the family. She was responsible enough whether or not her grandmother was willing to acknowledge it.







Chapter Four
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Mr Soon stood like a proud mother by the double wooden doors of his new shop, which were festooned in huge floral displays. For years he had been a familiar figure by the harbourfront, hawking dried squid and shrimp laid out in round woven trays on the street. Eventually he had saved up enough to move to a small shop with a fine counter and shelves filled with glass jars. He still sold dried fish and shrimp, but now he also stocked scallops and fish maw. He made his own preserved lap cheong sausages, hanging them from a hook in stringed pairs like firecrackers.

He looked over Kiamling’s shoulder like a long-necked crane, commenting on everything she was doing. She batted him off indifferently. “Soon sang, please give me some space.”

“I asked for your grandmother,” he said for the eleventh or twelfth time. “I didn’t realise she’d send a girl instead. I should’ve insisted.”

Kiamling wanted to tell him that her por por had sent her out of spite, her seemingly never-ending penance for the geongsi incident. She’d been relegated to blessing shrines and putting up batgua mirrors to deflect misfortune. “I assure you, it’s a very simple process. I’ve done it dozens of times.”

“Only dozens? I thought you would’ve done it hundreds of times. Oh no, I’m not sure about this.” Ironically, one of the door gods he had chosen was Chung Kwai, god of demon-slaying. The picture pasted to the door of the shop was imposing: a towering man with a ferocious beard and thick eyebrows, bright red robes and bulging angry eyes. Por Por swore their family line could be traced back to Chung Kwai’s sister. Monster hunting was in their blood. As much as Kiamling disbelieved it, she felt a kinship with the grisly-looking deity.

Por Por talked about the god of demon-slaying casually, like he was an old uncle she’d played mahjong with. Chung Kwai would’ve known what to do about that ghost. Did I ever tell you about the time Chung Kwai exorcised six demons at once? That man’s beard isn’t half as impressive as Chung Kwai’s. She had also insisted that as part of that lineage, both sisters should learn to read and write. Chung Kwai had, after all, been a scholar, who passed the imperial exams but was unfairly rejected due to his hideous looks. Despite Kiamling’s days being full of an endless stream of odd jobs and her nights being full of yiugwai hunting, she and Jingling had studied like they were bound for the right hand of the emperor.

“My granddaughter is perfectly capable of ensuring your shop is protected, Soon sang.” Por Por walked slowly towards them. Her confident words belied her eyes, which were roving the shop for a single misstep. She adjusted the placement of the incense holder, a minuscule movement to the left. Kiamling bit her lip so hard she tasted the iron edge of blood.

“Aiyah, you know what it’s like. There’s evil and there’s evil. We left Canton with only the clothes on our backs. I just want to make sure everything goes perfectly.”

“I understand entirely,” Por Por said. The two of them exchanged one of those looks that went right over Kiamling’s head but was probably about how easy young people had it or something.

Only after her por por had charmed the shop owner, complimented him and drunk two cups of his oversteeped tea did she indicate they could leave. Mr Soon gifted her a brace of preserved sausages. Kiamling held her tongue until they had turned the corner, passing the idle sedan-chair carriers squatting in the shade and the children playing in the streets.

“I didn’t need any help.” She knew Mr Soon didn’t have faith in her, but he would have even less so now. He would only remember Por Por swooping in. Kiamling could have handled it. In a different way perhaps, but that was not necessarily bad. The words swirled in her head, calm and logical, but all that came from her mouth was bitterness.

Por Por remained silent, rubbing her chin pensively. The prominent mole there had sprouted grey wiry hairs. Only Jingling had the fortune of skipping Chung Kwai’s infamously fierce looks. “You wouldn’t have got the lap cheong.”

The comment was so far removed from anything Kiamling had been expecting that she stumbled. “The sausages? Why are we talking about sausages?”

“It’s what they represent.”

Kiamling continued to mull over her por por’s cryptic words through the day. Distracted as they blessed the shrines of new shops and houses that had sprung up like spring buds on a tree branch; as Por Por chatted with Mrs Tang, who sold them incense and joss papers, and bartered with the rice seller over the rising cost of glutinous rice; as Kiamling ran her fingers along the horsehair calligraphy brushes, ignoring the scowls of the seller and how he slapped her hand away to roll them all back in place.

She was still thinking as Jingling served up dinner that evening around their small table. Like most families, they ate outside unless it rained. It stopped the house filling with smoke from cooking, and it was cooler in the shade. Her sister served the three memorial tablets on the family shrine first: their parents and grandfather were given a portion of their evening meal as well as freshly lit joss sticks. Jingling scooped rice into chipped bowls, the rice Kiamling had bought with her potwashing earnings.

The annoyance rose back through her body like scum on a pot of soup. What did Por Por mean about the lap cheong? Kiamling worked hard. Kept food on the table. Anyone could charm a shopkeeper into giving them a couple of sausages. Gossip and massage egos. Jingling gave Por Por half a salted duck egg still in its shell. The other half went to Kiamling. She clutched the teapot vigilantly with one hand as if it was full of gold ingots.

“You didn’t cook the lap cheong,” Kiamling could not help but comment.

Her sister glanced at her sideways, then across to their grandmother. Hair fell over her eyes as she swivelled, trying to detect the undercurrent without putting her toes in the water. “Por Por told me to save them.”

Jingling shovelled rice into her mouth, hunching herself smaller to hide from the brewing argument. Flies lingered near the food, skittering off only when Kiamling waved her chopsticks in irritation.

Por Por mixed the crumbling egg yolk into her rice. “Save them for a rainy day. Don’t spend everything at once.”

Kiamling put the chopsticks down, no longer hungry. The sound thudded through the table, making the rice bowls rattle. She had not meant it so vehemently and yet she refused to take it back. “I bought food for the whole family. What’s wrong with that?”

“You bought luxuries. White rice when sweet potatoes are cheaper.”

“I’m sick of sweet potatoes! Jingling is sick of sweet potatoes!” She looked at her sister for support, but Jingling munched noisily, head down. Kiamling pushed through on her own. “It’s all we’ve eaten for a month! We deserved a change.”

“You only think of the here and now. Not the future.”

“You got two sausages, not a whole pig.” Kiamling snapped back. She did not understand how it was any different. She had provided for them; she hadn’t drunk or gambled the money away. All she ever did was for her family.

“I listened. Made him feel valued. Respected. This is what you need to lead a community. We are the gateway between the living and the dead. Ghosts and monsters are only half the job. Managing people is the other half. Soon sang’s family were farmers in Canton province. The famines, the bandits… they lost everything. Peking offered no support; coming to Hong Kong was his chance to start again. You need to understand how all these factors feed in.”

“Why do I have to know someone’s entire life story just to bless their shop? Don’t you think that’s a bit much?”

“Why not?”

“Because it doesn’t matter! Who cares if Peking offered him nothing. Heck, if the governor of Hong Kong offered him a stipend, it makes no difference to me. As long as we get paid, none if it affects us.”

“Doesn’t it?” Por Por deliberately provoked her by answering every question with another question.

“I just want to exorcise ghosts!” Kiamling could hear herself shouting, her voice like the crest of a wave. She could recite every passage her por por asked of her. Complete every formation with sword, staff and open fist. Still she was holding her breath underwater, never given the space to breathe.

Por Por rested her chopsticks on the edge of her bowl. Somehow, despite the discussion, she had managed to finish her rice down to the last grain. “I thought you were ready. I was wrong. I’ll lead the Ghost Festival for another year.” She rose from the table and went to the small altar inside the house. The joss sticks had burnt away to red spikes and the names on the three tablets stared at Kiamling disapprovingly.

Kiamling scraped her fingers against the table, not caring as the dirt pushed into her nails. She could not allow herself to scream, to shout and say what she really wanted, what she really thought of her grandmother. The Ghost Festival was the biggest event in their calendar, one in which Por Por had promised she could have a prominent role. But every year as it loomed closer, the old woman changed her mind. It was suffocating trying constantly to prove herself but never knowing what the test was. Sometimes, she thought, life would be a lot easier if Por Por just disappeared.







Chapter Five
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When Kiamling was little, she imagined her por por with a giant key opening the door between the living and the dead during Ghost Month. Come on in, have a look around. See what we’ve done with the place. Have you eaten yet? Even before the deaths of her parents, they would lay a place for her grandfather at dinner and chat like his stool was not empty. Por Por would prod Kiamling until she recited classic poetry; Jingling needed less encouragement and would happily sing her favourite songs to the grandfather neither of them had known in life. It was odd to feel jealous of the relationship her sister had with a deceased relative, but Kiamling did so all the same.

Then they would take a bowl of food and leave it outside for the hungry ghosts, hurrying back lest they felt a tap on their shoulder. Hungry ghosts were the forgotten. Wandering spirits who had died without family or friends; angry or alone; growing resentful and malign. Ghosts who had not enjoyed a comfortable afterlife with joss sticks and hell notes, paper offerings and food to keep them satisfied. Their necks grew long and twisted from hunger and they were out in force during Ghost Month, when the barrier between the worlds was at its thinnest.

Kiamling would dare her sister to stand by the offerings with her, seeing who could last the longest before the burning hell notes and plates of food. Feeling the hairs standing on the back of their necks but never knowing if it had been a spirit or just one sibling winding the other up.

As an adult, Kiamling had no doubt. It was ghosts. The flicker of the burning flames changed direction as the ghosts picked up their share. What might be the sound of leaves in the wind was really the rustling of craned necks as she put out food. She stepped back carefully, taking her time so the ghosts could stream round her. She could feel their hunger in the depths of her stomach, like reaching for a bowl only to find it empty. Husks. Hollowed out and insubstantial. The rice would barely touch the sides. The ghosts lingered, filling their mouths as empty eye sockets glared resentfully at the living. Kiamling sensed them with every fibre of her being. Even at her most famished, she did not take from the food offered to hungry ghosts. Always thankful when the spirits moved on to the more extravagant offerings.

The Hong Kong officials had been hesitant at first to get involved with the Ghost Festival, preferring to let the local communities organise themselves. In the end, though, as a gesture of goodwill towards the local customs – and after some expert cajoling by Por Por and others – they agreed to pay for the celebrations for the main festival night. A huge temporary stage had been erected at the corner of Lyndhurst Terrace and Wellington Street. Kiamling was impressed. She hadn’t seen anything like it since leaving Canton. The raised bamboo platform was decorated with red paper lanterns and fluttering gold banners. Bright enough to attract every hungry ghost in the area – which was the point.

People had started to bring food offerings, laying them out on the ground before the stage. Platters of fruit, steamed bao, bowls of rice and even several poached chickens. Kiamling suppressed a whimper of sadness. The hungry ghosts only got to feast once a year; she should not begrudge them a chicken. Besides, she had work to do.

Jingling helped to set out chairs, distracted as she chatted to one of the opera singers. Jingling could make friends if she were shipwrecked on an uninhabited island with only crabs and sea cucumbers for company. Kiamling waved at her, fighting the urge to stomp over and finish the job. So what if her sister dallied and made friends; the task would still be done eventually. The front row of seats reserved for the ghosts was already in place, that was the most important thing.

Kiamling approached her grandmother, who was deep in discussion with the foreman, Leung. Leung wasn’t tall, but he stood like he had planted his roots deep into the ground, lean yet strong. Dependable. He had been quick to learn the European style of building that the British insisted upon, and his company had become the most in demand.

“Leung gor,” Kiamling greeted him politely. He gave a nod in her direction, but Por Por was busy talking. Pointing out the various minor defects in his work. The stage should be higher, wider. The dancers would barely be able to turn in their routine.

Leung scratched the back of his neck, unperturbed. “The team did the best job we could. The British only let us close the road two days ago and you know we can’t work after sunset.” His defence rang true. No Chinese worker would take the risk of upsetting hungry ghosts after dark. The veil between worlds paper thin. “Besides, this was a favour. You know they’re breathing down my neck over the new police station. They want it done a month ago. Aiyah, there have already been too many injuries on site, I can’t afford any more men.”

Por Por inclined her head briefly in acknowledgement. From her, it was tantamount to a sympathetic pat on the shoulder, also taboo this month lest the hand belonged to a hungry spirit. Other taboos included walking alone after dark, shading under trees or opening an umbrella indoors where a ghost might be lurking. “Next month I’ll come by, put some protective blessings up.”

Leung gor smiled, an exhausted twist of his lips. “That would be appreciated. And before you remind me, I know the work on Man Mo temple isn’t finished yet. I’ll get round to it.”

“It protects us all,” Por Por reminded him.

Leung gor placed a plate of pink lotus buns on the offerings table. He walked like he had a yoke around his neck. “Too many ghosts on his shoulders,” Por Por remarked.

It was unlike him to miss the festivities, especially when there had been so much loss in his own family. But times were changing. He was knee-deep in building works for the British, projects that surely provided for his wife and remaining children.

Large braziers that had been burning all day glowed orange with flames as more people arrived with offerings. Hell notes folded into ingots were tossed like seasoning into a wok. The fire consumed them with great gusto. Mr Soon poured out cups of wine, loudly inviting the ghosts to enjoy a drink on him. Kiamling smiled to herself. Sometimes it wasn’t about the ghosts at all, but about showing off success, and who could blame Mr Soon for a little posturing.

The musicians started up a lively song on yiwu and dektsi flute. The yiwu player pulled his bow across the two-stringed instrument, swaying in time with the tune. Kiamling recognised it. A song that slid up and down with countermelodies, just the right side of in-key, like a teetering drunk. Apt as it was a bawdy number. The tiredness in the balls of her feet eased as she started to enjoy herself. She was still annoyed that Por Por had pushed her into a supporting role, but it had been a good festival day. She was looking forward to sharing the food provided for the living, once the opera was under way.

Jingling bounded over, hopping from foot to foot. “I’m going to help the opera singers with their costumes and make-up. Cover for me.” Kiamling had no time to respond. No time even to understand what her sister was saying before she was gone again, weaving between the press of bodies to the back of the stage. Their grandmother was probably too busy to notice she had left her duties. Although Kiamling was annoyed at the cheek, she’d cover for her anyway. It was what they did.

A wave of muttering rang through the crowd and a single English word rang out like a bell over the lowered voices.

“Blasphemy!”

The people standing parted to allow the black-robed clergyman and a gaggle of missionaries through the centre. His black cassock fell to the ground, swirling dust as he stormed forward. It was buttoned tight around his middle despite the sweltering heat. The other missionaries were dressed just as formally in stiff three-piece suits. They drained the festival atmosphere with stern gazes.

“Blasphemy!” the priest repeated, eyes sweeping the crowd and coming to rest on Mr Fung the butcher, who stood a head taller than the other residents, drawing the eye. Fung looked left and right, alarm in his face as he realised the priest had singled him out. Por Por stepped deftly in front of him, forcing the priest to look down at her instead.

“I might not understand what you’re saying, but the sentiment is clear. No one is asking you to be here.” She had not raised her voice, but all the same it commanded respect. People leant in to hear her words, even the crackle of the blaze dimming behind her iron tones. It was a shame the priest did not speak Cantonese.

“What is this old woman babbling on about? This pandering to superstitious witchcraft will not save your souls. Only the Church can do that.” The priest moved right up to Por Por, expecting her to step out of the way as the others had. But the grand yiugwai hunter was an immovable force when she wanted to be. She didn’t even blink to break eye contact, despite the difference in their heights.

“Kiamling, translate.”

Kiamling stepped forward dutifully, licking her cracked lips as she attempted to convey what she’d understood of the priest’s words. Heat rose like an overspilling pot around her grandmother despite no outward change in her facial expression.

“Tell him the governor himself approved this celebration. The longer he holds us up, the angrier the hungry ghosts will be. Ask if his God will settle them.”

The priest did not respond to her halting English. Did not even turn to face her, as if this would somehow give her power she had no right to. Kiamling had met men like this before: Chinese and European both. Men who believed a woman was nothing more than a flower in a vase, who became confused when they were pricked by thorns.

“I don’t have time to argue with a housewife. Who is in charge?” he demanded.

“She is in charge, Reverend Nairns. She is their spiritual leader.” The voice rang from the seats; the man’s English – although heavily accented – was smooth and crisp in comparison to Kiamling’s mangled translations. He slowly unfolded his legs and stood, his hands clasped behind his back. It was the barrister Ng Choy. He wore a bemused look under his moustache, as if dealing with two quarrelling children. Everyone, even the English, used full honorifics when addressing him. He had, after all, lived in England, studied law and become the first Chinese barrister.

“Mr Ng, thank God there’s someone to speak sense. This occult practice is the work of the Devil.” Reverend Nairns moved to clasp a hand on Ng’s shoulder, but the lawyer deftly sidestepped it. Even those educated overseas knew better than to risk bad luck on tonight of all nights.

Ng nodded sagely. “I sympathise, I really do. Please understand, this is a very important tradition. Respecting one’s ancestors and those who have been forgotten. Surely not dissimilar from practices in Christianity.”

“I beg your pardon, sir, there’s no such similarity.”

Ng reached into his pocket for his long tobacco pipe, and took his time lighting it. The priest was forced to wait. He might be confident in haranguing an old Chinese woman who dared to talk back to him, but an educated lawyer, soon to be a member of the Legislative Council, was a different matter altogether. Ng let out a puff of smoke from the corner of his mouth. “That was not what I meant. Simply that you would gain more followers if you took time to observe and understand the local customs. Listen to what the people want.”

“They want that… that witch?” Nairns pointed a finger at Por Por. The grand yiugwai hunter cocked her head as if she could suddenly understand English if the world was at an incline. The sneer across the reverend’s face was enough that words were not needed.

Time ticked on and the ghosts were being neglected. Like sharp, shrill needle pricks to the skin, they clamoured for attention at the corner of Kiamling’s perception. More and more of them making their presence known, like the pressure behind a dam. One tiny stab could be ignored, but together the effect was searing. She tried not to flinch or turn her gaze, knowing that looking them in the eye was very dangerous indeed. Others were less sensitive to the ghosts, but the shuffling unease said they felt the charged atmosphere also.

Por Por reached into her wide sleeve and pulled out a square of rice paper. She bit her own thumb and scrawled across the paper with her bloodied finger. Donkey-faced British priest. She started hitting it with her shoe.

Villain hitting, a ritual that caused the named person great misfortune. Por Por rarely used it, preferring to act as intermediary when neighbours fought or friends fell out over money matters. It was as if they weren’t there: the crowd, the missionaries and priest, the opera singers with their thickly painted faces, the braziers and food offerings, the ghosts at their shoulders. Por Por hunched over the paper like a feral dog around a piece of meat. She slammed the heel of her shoe down on it, making a rhythm now, a drumbeat as her quiet voice muttered darkly, “Curse your little eyes, curse your little feet, curse your balding head and curse your pointed nose.”

“Has she quite lost her mind?” Reverend Nairns exclaimed. He was perspiring. He didn’t need to understand Cantonese to hear the ferocity in her words, see it in the way she turned the paper as it shredded, tearing a hole through the words she’d written.

Lawyer Ng did not have the words.

“She’s cursing you,” Kiamling said.

Nairns finally met her eye, his own shot through with red. Smarting from the embers of the fire perhaps, or from Por Por’s curse. He clutched the cross around his neck, muttering his own prayer in retaliation. Locked in a battle of spirits even though they stood far apart.

Por Por finished first, rolling up the shredded paper in pinched fingers and shoving it into her mouth. She straightened up and smiled directly at Reverend Nairns as she swallowed. The priest backed away involuntarily, until he kicked the offerings on the ground. Plates clattered, rattling their annoyance.

A putrid odour filled the air. The sour stench of rotten meat in the midday heat. A ghost nibbled at him, its distended belly sagging low near the ground. Its proportions were all wrong, bulging eyes and overly long limbs. Most could only sense its presence by the sudden temperature drop, the moaning wordless sounds and that overwhelming smell. Kiamling could see its outline. The ghost had torn pieces of its own skin off, great long strips from its cheeks and arms to feed its ravenous hunger. Now it turned its attention to Reverend Nairns. Sharp little jabs that should not hurt that much; that burnt at the meridian lines of his feet and ankles as the hungry spirit gnawed fruitlessly. Such a ghost would hollow him out from the inside, sup on his qi and wear his skin as a fine suit if it could. How much the priest sensed was unclear, but he made a series of sounds, huffing and spluttering, and then turned tail and left.

Kiamling stooped, careful not to touch any of the offerings, as she lit three more joss sticks for the hungry ghost. The incense smoke did the trick, enticing it back to the feast.

Por Por stood by her side, gesturing at her gourd of water meaningfully until her granddaughter unstoppered it.

“That wasn’t proper villain hitting,” Kiamling pointed out, pleased that she knew the difference. “You’re supposed to feed the paper to the spiritual tiger to curse someone.”

Her grandmother took a long swig of water, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She shrugged. “Worked, didn’t it?”







Chapter Six
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The opera had started, one of the actors moving in carefully coordinated steps across the stage as his reedy voice soared above the instruments. Blush make-up swept up through his eyelids and forehead, his thick eyebrows paralleled by two long pheasant feathers arching from his blue and red headdress. He posed perfectly, head swivelling to one side as he swooped a decorative fan. Kiamling marvelled at it all. The bright costumes and make-up rendered the actors into beautiful birds, their songs beyond a range she’d thought possible. She was transfixed, barely noticing when several people sat down in the front row.

A mutter of discontent dilated around her like a heavy rock thrown into their tranquil lake. What are they doing? The audacity of it. The offence! Has no one told them? Kiamling dragged her eyes reluctantly away from the stage. A few British officers and civil servants had wandered curiously through the festivities earlier in the evening. A couple even brought offerings, wanting to join in the local customs. Even they had not sat in the empty chairs that made up the front row.

Now, however, half a dozen British personnel lounged on the wooden seats reserved for the dead. This time no one shouted blasphemy, but it pierced through Kiamling’s bones all the same. The opera singer clamped his lips shut mid-refrain. His make-up could not hide the pure horror reflected on his features. “Get up,” he hissed at them in Cantonese, gesturing wildly.

The governor, who had not been immediately recognisable in the dim lamplight, waved his hand as if to tell them to carry on, not to stop like some starstruck fools. He must have thought the seats had been saved for them. They were the bill-payers for the event after all; he assumed the locals had chosen to honour them.

In the brief seconds during which Kiamling processed all this, Por Por had leapt to her feet and yanked at the governor’s hand like he was a flea-bitten stray. “I am sorry, very sorry. Please don’t mind us, we’ll sort them out.” Her words were not directed at the British, but at the shapes that flickered near the brazier embers. A shimmer of rising heat as the ghosts sprang into the air like hissing cats after their tails had been trod on.

“What in heaven’s name are you doing?” asked Mr Peake, the governor’s secretary. He pushed his round spectacles up his nose as if to better see the flustered old woman tugging at their sleeves.

“Stand up. Ghosts are angry!” Por Por said. She had just enough English to get her point across.

“Preposterous. You’ve fed these damned spirits a better meal than our cadets get in the mess hall.” The secretary laughed at his own remark, nudging the man on his other side with an elbow. It was the gangly civil servant, the one who’d wanted to practise his Cantonese.

Kiamling stood by her grandmother, looking the young man directly in the eye. He was flustered, eyes flickering to avoid her gaze and yet inevitably being drawn back. “You tell them,” she said. “The food is for the hungry spirits. The opera is for the hungry spirits. The chairs are for the hungry spirits. You anger them, we all deal with the consequences. Tell him!”

He ran a trembling hand through dark brown hair, foot tapping an agitated beat as he stumblingly translated for the others. At the end of his stilted words, he stood up as though his chair had been covered in upturned nails.

“Archie, you cannot believe all this native poppycock. For goodness’ sake, man, sit down.” The secretary uncrossed his legs, scowling like he’d found a fly in his congee. Kiamling had seen him in the British quarter, walking straight down the centre of the street, forcing sedan chairs, carts and people to move out the way. The man probably believed the mountains themselves would cleave at his say-so. He had a wife and children back in England, but rumour was he had more than one mistress on the island. He pulled out his pocket watch, squinting at its round face before tucking it back into his waistcoat pocket. The rest of the party guffawed and smacked their legs like they were at a bawdy show.

The governor himself said nothing, his expression unreadable behind his pursed lips. His hair was receding, exposing a head as white as porcelain, while unruly curls knotted at his shirt collar. Whenever Kiamling had seen him in public, he had never created a fuss, never drawn undue attention to himself. She knew better than to mistake his quiet demeanour for reticence. He was merely yet to show his claws.

“Perhaps it would be better, Sir John, Mr Peake, if we respect the customs. I for one see no harm in it.” Archie wrung his hands together, and his throat bobbed up and down as he gulped nervously.

Governor Bowring’s sharp eyes swivelled to him, sizing up the nervous young man with a steely glare. “I like this kind of thinking. Peake, take note. I always said hiring from outside our ranks would do us good. We need to think like the common man!”

The secretary nodded, clasping his hands together around his generous midriff. Nevertheless, neither man stood up.

Bowring turned to Por Por and patted her on the hand like she’d come begging for coin. He spoke in passable Cantonese. “My dear lady, don’t you worry. I can assure you, your ghosts aren’t real. Haven’t we talked about this? Why don’t you enrol your granddaughters in the church school?”

Por Por snatched her hand away. Another cursing would be forthcoming if the governor was not careful. “I already told you no. They don’t need your Western ways.”

“Very well, but let us endeavour to be friends. For tonight.”

Perhaps it was his peculiar tones, but Kiamling heard a threat in those placating words. Por Por clearly did too. She backed away, refusing to turn until she was more than an arm’s length away. She flung a handful of yellow fu into the air, muttering some cleansing words as she went.

“Carry on,” the secretary said. When no one moved, he repeated the command. British soldiers loitered at the edges of the festivities. Had they always been there? Kiamling did not recall the moment they had emerged from the long shadows, but they stood like a barricade around the performance.

She caught her sister’s eye. Jingling had peeked her head from behind the drapes to watch what was going on. Her lower lip trembled. With the performers still reticent, Kiamling gestured for her to sing, clapping out a beat of encouragement. With a gulp, her sister took up the last line the opera singer had performed. Her clear voice was well suited to the stage, more than the silly songs she sung at home. The actors joined in, awkward at first but then warming up to it. The musicians finally added to their notes.

Despite the familiar instruments and painted faces on stage, it all felt off. Drumbeats came a second too late. A tearful actor could not play the role of love interest without his eyes sliding to the occupied front row. His hands shook as he waved long water sleeves in loops. Only Archie had remained standing, shifting awkwardly in the aisle until he finally sloped off to the rear.

Shouts echoed down Wellington Street, the noise amplified in the shadows. Heads turned, welcoming the distraction from the now farcical stage performance. A couple of people stood up. Someone was running along the street, sandals slapping the dirt as he yelled. The musicians fell silent, realising they were fighting a losing battle. It was only then that his words became audible.

“Fire!”

The crowd jumped to their feet, complacency wiped away at the warning. With the number of offerings during ghost month – hell notes lit and thrown onto the streets – small blazes were an everyday hazard. The look on the man’s face, the orange glow flickering in the hazy distance, said this was not a small blaze.

They moved with a singular purpose, dispersing immediately. It did not matter where the flames had started. The majority of Chinese residences were entirely made of wood. The blaze would travel fast and far, like firecrackers on a string. Kiamling ran with the quick-footed youths, north towards the harbour to get water. With a long bamboo pole across her shoulders and the weight of two filled buckets, she could only move at a brisk walk back toward the fire. Her eyes were firmly locked on the yellow flames, the yelled instructions she could hear in the muffled distance. At first she did not notice the shadows moving.

She froze. The night was ink black, and yet something was different about this empty street. The darkness was more oppressive here, darker than it had a right to be. As if a gaping maw had opened up, waiting for her to walk into its jaws. Consume her entirely, crunching down on her bones. She felt its malevolent intentions long before she saw the two red eyes. Round as abacus beads, they swept left and right before landing on her position.

Lowering the buckets slowly to the ground, Kiamling slid the pole free and held it with both hands. A noise unlike any living beast made reached her ears. Low and rumbling at first, like distant thunder, it sounded like heavy chains dragged along the ground, mixed with the chittering of a colony of bats. Pinpricks stabbed down the nape of her neck, shivering under her collar until her fingers felt numb with cold despite the warmth of the night. For the first time in many years, she was afraid.

The darkness leapt.

She struck at it defensively, thankful for the reflexes honed into her. The pole hit something solid, the reverberations twisting the bones of her fingers and wrists so that she slackened her grip, the makeshift weapon falling to the ground. The pain smarted more than it hurt. It was as if she had tried to fight a mountain. The inside of her mouth dried up, her throat closing in on itself. She searched the archives of her brain for what it could be. Nothing she had studied, nothing she had come across in Canton or Hong Kong even vaguely resembled this malevolent shadow.

Whatever it was, it growled so low the ground quaked beneath Kiamling’s feet. The stench of its breath crossed the distance between them, warm on her skin like the steam from the teashop kettles. Behind her, some of the others came running with buckets of water. Kiamling’s warning shout arrived a fraction too late.

The beast rushed towards the gibbering boy at the other end of the street. With a curse under her breath, Kiamling used a touch of qi to shoulder the creature as it passed her, tumbling with it to the ground. She grappled with the darkness, expecting it to disappear beneath her like smoke. Instead, her hands grabbed at something substantial. Rough fur prickled at her skin like coconut husks. She fastened a fu talisman to it then snatched her hand away, her skin tingling with the contact.

The red eyes narrowed as they viewed her, the talisman flapping somewhere on the creature’s snout. Too low, Por Por would have said. Ideally placed on the forehead. But there was no ideal place when you were wrestling with a shadow in an alleyway. The darkness moved, pawing at the paper until it fluttered to the ground. Useless. Kiamling had not expected the fu to paralyse as it did to geongsi. She would need the right characters for that. But a general protective talisman should’ve done something, slowed it at least. Instead, the eyes looked down, flickering orange and yellow like a brazier. The discarded talisman burst into flames.

This was the cause of the fire. Never had the connection been clearer to her. It didn’t matter that she could not identify it, did not know the right and proper tools to use against it. She would deal with it anyway. She stretched out the fingers of both hands, aching still from the contact with the beast. That was what it was – a beast: she had touched its fur, felt its stinking breath on her. A substantial beast was a lot easier than an ephemeral ghost. Substantial meant it hungered. Substantial meant it rested. Substantial meant it could be hurt.

She shifted her weight as she lowered her centre of gravity, two fingers held before her as she muttered a mantra, a focal point for her internal energy as it built up, a single bullet in the chamber. She held it for as long as she could, body reverberating like a taut bowstring.

The shadow creature paced, circling her with more caution than it had before. Unsure of itself. Kiamling turned with it, never letting it leave her sight, waiting for the first move. Her hand wavered. Perhaps, just perhaps, it wasn’t attacking them. Perhaps it wanted something else. Another frustrated growl interrupted her train of thought. It wasn’t worth the risk.

She used a leg sweep on one of the buckets of water, then the other, kicking them into the air. She threw the arc of power forward with a point of her fingers, lightness and strength thrusting the buckets towards the darkness with the force of a spear. They splintered on impact, water drenching the creature as it yowled. Those glimmering eyes blinked, the beast shaking its head as they flickered to blue and white for a moment before the red came back.

Blood red.

As the adrenaline drained from her body, fatigue swept in. She had not managed to put out the fire; she had simply stoked the flames.

“Run!” She could not outpace the shadow monster, could not reach the whimpering onlookers glued in place at the end of the street. She tried anyway. The darkness moved more like smoke than a beast, surrounding the closest boy with a fog. He clutched at his throat, fingers clawing as he gasped. His complexion took on the ashen tone of yiugwai, but with a rapidity Kiamling had never before seen.

Out of nowhere, Por Por cut through the shadows with her glowing coin sword. Whirling the weapon around her, she moved with the practised steps of a defensive sequence. The darkness backed away, loosening its grasp on the boy as it stepped out of reach of the older woman’s decisive blade cuts. The after-image of the sword’s brightness, glowing golden in the black of the night, formed a wall of defence.

“Kiamling, the boy.” Por Por’s arms did not stop moving, but her tone was curt.

Belatedly Kiamling dragged the now unconscious boy back, propping his head in her lap. His fingernails were curved talons but his skin was not yet cold. She prised open his lips, relieved his teeth were still blunt. He had not fully turned geongsi, could still be saved. With one hand she pulled a blank fu slip from her pocket and dipped her finger into the red ink vial hanging from her waist. Scrawling characters for protection on the yellow paper, she shoved it into the boy’s mouth, clamping his jaw shut with a hand under his chin. His body convulsed, gagging and trying to reject the talisman burning at his tongue. Tendrils of smoke spilt from his mouth and nostrils, but still Kiamling held him down. She had wasted qi on the monster, but she still had strength enough against a boy who was nothing more than a bag of bones. Finally his throat bobbed and his body relaxed under her.

The shadow monster was unable to find a break in Por Por’s defensive wall. It snarled one last time and retreated down the street. Por Por’s breaths were laboured in the silence as her sword lowered, punctuated by the quiet sobs of the other youths behind them.

“Lesson Nine.” Her voice rang like a morning drill. “If a foe is unknown, defend and deliberate.” No asking if Kiamling was okay, if the boy had turned. No gentle hands, no warm embraces of affection. Just training. Always training.

One of the principal rules of yiugwai hunting: without the tools and knowledge, the likelihood of doing more harm than good was always possible. More than half her qi reserve had been drained in one brief encounter. Kiamling gave a sullen response. “There was no time to think.”

Por Por acted like she had not heard the retort. “Where is your sword?”

Kiamling opened her mouth, then clamped it shut again, a gaping carp in a pond. A yiugwai hunter always carried a coin sword, especially in Ghost Month. She had put it down somewhere: by the offerings, against the stage, under her chair at the festivities, she could not recall.

Por Por put her own weapon into Kiamling’s hands. “Take it. Get them to safety. I do not like what I’ve seen tonight. We’re wandering around with our eyes closed.”

“What about you?” Kiamling protested weakly. She felt more confident already with the sword in her grip. Hated to admit the fear that had pooled in her stomach during her fight. Her grandmother’s admonishments smarted, but they were reassuring in their familiarity.

Por Por snorted, finally glancing at her granddaughter. “You think I can’t look after myself?” She cricked her neck to one side, then the other. “The fires may well be a distraction. There’s more than one monster lurking on the island tonight.”







Chapter Seven
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The safest place was paradoxically closest to the burning fires. Here there were people aplenty. Kiamling led the others towards the smell of smoke and charred wood, buckets of water retrieved as they scurried. Two separate fires blazed. One ripped with ease through half a dozen Chinese shopfronts. Wooden doors and shutters on fire. Fresh paint peeling in acrid layers. The door gods at Mr Soon’s new shop could do little to hamper the ferocity of the flames. Across the way, the fire was making a valiant attempt to catch on the construction site for the new British police station. Only a few low walls of brick had been constructed, the mere skeleton of the building. But the precious building materials – bamboo scaffolding and internal wooden beams ready to be installed – were at risk.

A British police officer shouted above the din. Flapped his arms with authority as he gave instructions that were mostly ignored. He noticed the youths behind Kiamling, their precious buckets swinging from tired arms, and pointed at them with a single finger. “About bloody time. Here, quick now! Step to it!”

The youths hesitated. Their families were all over on the side of the Chinese shops, smothering the flames with burlap sacks where they could, trying to protect the fragile homes to the rear of the shops.

“A coin each if you must. Here, now!” The officer was growing more irate. Confused that his instructions were not immediately being followed. Kiamling recognised him now, although his shirt was fully buttoned to the neck this time and he was not trying to kiss a corpse. He had clearly stumbled sideways into the police force and been promoted to a position of seniority, by the looks of his new uniform.

“Please, ah seh, let them save their homes first.” It was Leung gor, dirt still smeared on his forehead.

“Nonsense, these hovels are ten a penny. We shipped furniture from India for this!”

The foreman shoved his hands into his deep pockets and said nothing else. The muscles in his jaw twitched.

A sharp-faced woman interceded. Placed a pale hand on the officer’s arm as her melodious tones soothed his hackles. Her face was long, like an arrowhead. Powdered white with striking rouge on her lips and thickly drawn brows above the darkest of eyes. Kiamling recognised her immediately as Madam Yau, mistress of one of the biggest brothels on Tai Ping Shan Street. She purred as she stroked his arm in long, slow movements. Her eyes flickered up under long lashes, holding his gaze for a moment. The hypnotism caught him like a moth to a candle.

The woman’s ferocity, her confidence in her own body, holding herself without apology, elicited a peculiar combination of frank admiration and trepidation from Kiamling, who had been taught that her body was nothing but muscle and reflex.

The youths cautiously crossed towards the smouldering Chinese shops, buckets in hand. An audible hiss filled the air as the water sizzled, snapping the officer out of his trance. He slapped Madam Yau’s hand away, striding forcefully towards the blaze.

“I will have you whipped for this insolence.” He snatched at the nearest lad, squeezing hard on his wrist until the boy dropped his overfilled bucket. The water spilt pointlessly on both their feet.

Kiamling took a few steps forward before she had even realised. Annoyed that while the charade continued, the buildings went on burning. That a shadow beast prowled the dark streets. There would be nothing left to save at this rate. She had no idea what she could say or do, only that her feet felt compelled to move. Her hand was on the sword hilt, its weight reassuring even if she knew she could not banish the British with it. Her hand itched to slap a fu talisman on the officer’s wide forehead.

“If I may, Superintendent Lancaster,” said a Chinese-accented voice. It was Barrister Ng. He moved past Kiamling, brushing her elbow as if in acknowledgement, although his face betrayed no such awareness. He nodded at the waiting youths, pointing at them one at a time as he gave instructions. A kindly schoolmaster indulging his favourite students. His Cantonese was oddly formal, but the smile that wrinkled up his eyes more than made up for it. “You three with the heaviest buckets, over to the police station; the others stay here. Then back down to the harbour, quick as you can. We’ll have these fires out in no time.” He turned to the officer and switched seamlessly back into English. “A compromise that’s good for everyone.”

The youths had retreated into the dark streets, grateful to get away from the police officer’s wrath. Ng smiled amiably as they waited. Time ticked by.

Filling buckets shouldn’t take that long.

“Shirking hard work as usual,” said Lancaster.

“I’m sure there’s a perfectly good explanation,” said Mr Ng.

“There’s something out there,” Kiamling interjected. “A monster.”

The officer deigned to look at her. Saw only a scrawny half-grown woman, hair uncontained by her bird’s nest of a braided bun, scowling back at him.

“This superstitious nonsense again? How you people get anything done is beyond me,” he said in English, his words clearly meant for the barrister.

Kiamling cared not for his disdain. Switching to Cantonese, her voice carried above the crackling fire. “A creature lurks in the shadows. It attacked us.”

“You write your fu backwards or something, girl?” a familiar voice shot back. Mr Soon, the owner of the dried-food store, threw an empty bucket at her head. Kiamling ducked, and it narrowly missed clipping her. His shop was burning and she was an easy target to blame.

Before she could retort in kind, a deep growl cut through the discussion. Despite the heat from the flames, the air took on a sudden chill.

It was here.







Chapter Eight
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The shadows moved. No matter how Kiamling turned, she was unable to see all of the monster clearly. It leapt from doorway to shaded alley, the darkness like a cold patch at the back of her neck. People tripped over their own feet to get away. Others cowered, frozen, covering their heads, their eyes in denial. The beast zigzagged down the street with impossible speed, ricocheting off empty sedan chairs and stacks of baskets. With a groan, one of the chairs fell onto its side, toppling a row of them like mahjong tiles. A wooden sign swung with the impact and a man was knocked to the ground. Everything the creature touched was lit as if with a match, a trail of fire marking its chaotic path.

Por Por leapt down from a rooftop, a handful of fu talismans in her hands. She landed on the monster’s back, riding it like a warhorse, throwing fu down around her. Kiamling had never seen her move so fast, blurring as she rocked. Bursts of internal qi flared like the blast of a cannon. The old yiugwai hunter chanted a mantra under her breath. Faster and faster until the familiar words were rumbles underfoot. The fu lit as they touched the darkness. The beast rolled, trying to displace Por Por’s hold.

Kiamling charged forward, coin sword thrust before her towards the vulnerable belly of the beast. Joss sticks were embedded between its ribs, the incense still burning. Lit papers protruded from along its belly and flank. The offerings that had been made for the hungry ghosts had been partially absorbed by the beast, spreading the fire as it moved. Somehow it fed off a ritual not meant for it. The strangeness, the heat made Kiamling hesitate, and the moment was lost, the beast batting away her puny weapon and its jaws snapping down towards her head.

“My sword!” Por Por said.

Kiamling threw the coin sword. It arced through the smoke, blade and hilt turning. Por Por reached up and grabbed it from the air, her fingers wrapped around the hilt as she plunged it down on the beast’s back. Light burst from her position, flaring like fireworks. Vivid blue sparks that left ghostly afterglows everywhere they touched. Around them, people yelled out in surprise. Gunfire staccatoed the air.

One of the British officers had fired his revolver. The cylinder clicked as he continued pulling at the trigger, panic clear on his stricken face. His shots went wide, missing the darkness entirely, but a couple had slammed into the crowd, into the shopfronts, and one into Por Por’s shoulder. Everything went still. Frozen in place as the elder yiugwai hunter looked down at the blood pouring from her wound, then up to the man who had shot her.

She fell.

The shadow beast scooped her up as she tumbled from its back, swallowed her into its maelstrom amid the hell notes and offerings. Then it turned tail and fled south, away from the chaos it had left in its wake.

Kiamling gave chase, using burst after burst of her remaining qi to increase her speed. Past the congested main streets and into the side streets. Further still, up steeper paths that were no more than dirt tracks, weaving between trees with their dense dripping foliage towards the mountainous heart of the island. She was within touching distance, grabbing at its shaggy tail with her bare hands. The beast roared, and the insubstantial pelt became scalding hot.

From amid the blaze, haloed by flames like a mane, Por Por’s face blinked into focus. “Playing the pig, eating the tiger.”

It was not the time for cryptic comments. Kiamling did not have the energy to respond, gritting her teeth as she clawed her way up the monster’s back inch by inch. Just a bit further and she would reach her grandmother. The heat throbbed through her hands and up her arms, burning deep under her skin until every muscle in her body was ablaze.

“Let go, you fool,” the old woman snapped.

Kiamling’s body responded automatically, so used to taking commands from Por Por. Her aching hands released, and she tripped, knees scraping and shredding as she fell. Her chin slammed into the ground.

When she pulled herself back to her feet, the shadow beast and Por Por had gone. A trail of singed leaves led into the distance and she stubbornly followed it. Tossing her sandals aside, hopping and limping, she ran until the soles of her feet were a bloody mess, wrecked by the sharp gravel and rocks beneath her. Until her breath wheezed and her ribs could no longer force her lungs to work any harder. Until the ache in her side throbbed across her whole abdomen.

The beast had taken her grandmother.

She was about to give up when she saw it. A glimmer of blue light in the distance. She pushed the aerial roots away from the path to see more clearly. Up ahead, there was an opening: jagged and torn like someone had sliced through the air. A crude doorway glimmering in dark blue and white. The edges flashed like the bulb of one of those new-fangled cameras. She shaded her eyes against it, prickles running up her spine like weevils in flour. Everything told her this was wrong.

She crept forward, one hand outstretched. This was where the beast had gone. Where it had taken her por por.

Her fingers tentatively touched the open doorway, dipping into the blue. The air was colder than it had a right to be. She pulled back, more terrified of the rift than she had been of the monster bristling in flames, or of all the geongsi in the world. A tingling sensation travelled up her hand still, and she had to hold it to stop the shaking.

The rift flashed again, and then began to close up, edges curling in towards the centre. There were only seconds to think. Por Por was through there, as was the shadow beast neither of them could defeat. Kiamling’s qi reserves were drained completely, her body spent and burnt.

And her grandmother had told her to let go.

The reasons piled higher and higher, the weight of them anchoring her feet to the ground. The yiugwai hunter who longed for action, who said she was ready for anything, stood frozen as the doorway slammed shut.







Chapter Nine
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The fire was all anyone talked about for days after. It was strange, given the supernatural fight they had all been privy to. The British said it was hallucinations caused by smoke inhalation. A few police officers were sent round to poke in the piles of offerings, half-heartedly looking for opium resin. The locals believed in ghosts and monsters in the same way they believed in the Forbidden City in Peking: something vague and real but that had nothing to do with their everyday lives. The brain did not like what it could not explain. The shadow beast did not act like the spirits and customs they were familiar with. After all, darkness fell every night when the candles and lanterns went out. Better to gossip about arrogant British officers and rebuilding shops. Safer too. Nobody wanted to evoke a monster they had no wards against.

Kiamling hid at home, absolutely in denial about what had happened up the mountainside. Any moment now she would hear Por Por’s familiar shuffle up the path. The scrape of her sandals and the huffing noise the old woman made when she was disappointed. The door would bang open and there would be a list of things Kiamling had done wrong. Forgot her sword, wasted her qi – as always, never listened! Then Por Por would shake her head and it would be business as usual.

Any moment now.

But the days passed, and even though Kiamling stared at the door, willing it to open, it never did. Jingling bandaged her shredded feet and her burns. Slid bowls of food across the table like treats to tempt a wild animal from a den. Even attempted to broach the subject a few times, asking what exactly had happened up on the mountainside, only to be shut down completely by Kiamling’s response. Hours and days ticked past without the awful truth being revealed.

When someone finally knocked at the door, Kiamling was relieved. The deceit was a heavy cannonball dragging her down. She waited for the pointing fingers of the other residents, who had discovered the truth.

Liar.

Coward.

But it was merely Mr Soon. His shop had miraculously survived the worst of the damage and he wanted more protection put in place. He would pay extra, of course. Could he have something to wear about his person? A protective amulet perhaps? And where was Por Por? Recovering from her ordeal?

It was Jingling who jumped in smoothly as Kiamling’s brain failed her. “Resting, yes. Meditating and learning about this new foe. Indisposed at present.” She came to stand beside her big sister, squeezing her hand. We’re in this together, the gesture said. It only compounded Kiamling’s guilt that she had left Por Por behind and had not told Jingling the half of what had happened.

What would Por Por have done in her place? The old woman would have rolled her sleeves up and got on with it. Food did not buy itself. There was no point wallowing while there was work to be done. Kiamling had a responsibility to Jingling first, to make sure they had money coming in. And then she needed to find out more about this shadow beast, about the strange doorway she had seen too.

“I can do it,” she said.

Mr Soon nodded enthusiastically as she gathered her equipment. She knelt by the low table of supplies and made preparations, suddenly reinvigorated by having a purpose again. She dipped the horsehair brush into the red inkwell to scribe protective fu talismans. Her calligraphy was not beautiful but it was functional. Waiting for them to dry, she checked her batgua mirror. Refilled her waist pouches with glutinous rice and red string. They felt heavier than previously, pressing against bruises that had not yet healed.

A bulky object thumped down on the table on top of all her preparations. Jingling folded her arms and waited. Wrapped in an old blanket was Por Por’s coin sword. Or what was left of it. It had broken when she had struck the shadow beast. The coins had fused together in solid lumps and the charred wooden core had crumbled to ash. Unusable.

“Is this really a good idea?” Jingling said, quietly so that Mr Soon could not hear. She played with her long twin braids, worrying at her lower lip with her teeth. “We could write to the yiugwai hunters in Canton. One of them would come to help.”

“No!” Kiamling hissed. “Remember what Por Por always said.”

Their grandmother had told them time and time again to stay away from Canton. She would never explain to them why they could not go back, but the sisters understood that there was a good reason why they had fled in the middle of the night five years ago.

Truth be told, Kiamling also did not want another yiugwai hunter coming here. Her deception would not hold under the scrutiny. Not to mention that they would take over, confirm the locals’ belief that she was not ready. That the Au monster hunters were somehow inferior because they were women. Por Por would never forgive her for that. She had trained for this. She could do it by herself, if everyone would just stop doubting her! This was her chance. Sitting here wallowing helped no one.

“I can do it,” she repeated, more to reassure herself. “Don’t worry, Jing-Jing, I’ll do the thinking for both of us.”

Jingling made a face that said she very much doubted it. But she did not put up any further arguments.

It was not just the door gods and shrines either. Kiamling could take on the bigger jobs. Finally show what she was capable of. Making the best of a bad situation, that was what the elder yiugwai hunter always said. The job came first. Working across the whole of the island would give her a chance to scout out leads, find out where exactly the beast had taken her grandmother.

Playing the pig, eating the tiger, Por Por had said. The message had been a warning and Kiamling would use her time to investigate it.

With her own coin sword strapped to her back, she walked with feigned confidence through the Chinese district. The questions came immediately, locals crowding her to hear the news. What was that on the night of the fires? How could they protect against it? Where was Por Por? The lies came easier now that she had uncorked the bottle. Por Por had gone into seclusion, meditating to build her qi back up. The beast, well, she did not have all the answers. They were looking into it. In the meantime, yes, extra batgua mirrors and good-luck charms would not go amiss. Stay indoors at night and travel in groups. None of it was bad advice. What harm was it that she had used a little creativity, drumming up a bit of business while she was at it?

Her responses spread like seeds, planting roots in the paddy fields and sending everyone fluttering back, reassured that all that could be done was being done. Her step gained a bounce as the waiting sedan-chair carriers greeted her. By the time the sun had reached its zenith, she had blessed the door shrines of a whole row of shops. Time for a real challenge. She wiped her hands on her loose trousers and headed towards the warehouses near the shoreline, in response to an urgent request from one of the merchants. A white snake demon had made its home within the warehouse walls, and the dock staff were refusing to shift boxes until it had been dealt with.

Kiamling bought a small clay jar of realgar wine from the inn, decanting the whole thing into an unremarkable teapot. The innkeeper raised an eyebrow at her as she handed back the jar. The warehouse door had been left unlocked, and inside she could see the devastation the snake spirit had wreaked. More than half the produce had been destroyed. She could understand why the merchant was angry. She stepped gingerly, but the broken pottery crunched underfoot. The straw that had been used to pad the delicate blue-and-white crockery had been pulled out, used to line a nest. Kiamling prodded it with her foot. Her worry about eggs at least was unfounded; the nest was empty.

She stepped back outside and sat on the stone steps leading to the warehouse door.

“Are you the yiugwai hunter? I was expecting someone a bit older,” a woman said, approaching her. She had the harassed look of an overtired mother, an apron still tied around her waist over her loose tunic. Her face was lined, but she held herself with the decorum of a certain class. A merchant’s wife perhaps.

“My grandmother is away on business. I am more than capable of completing the task myself,” Kiamling reassured her as she stood and offered a fist-palm salute.

“I hope so. This snake spirit is not for shifting. My husband has been losing money for weeks now. What’s the plan?”

Kiamling sat back down, chewing on a piece of straw as she mulled it over. She poured herself a cup of wine from the teapot, then belatedly offered one to the merchant’s wife. “Smoking it out might be the best option. There are far too many hiding places in a warehouse of this size. And I don’t want to risk more goods being damaged. I will come back after sunset.”

“A most excellent plan,” the woman agreed.

Kiamling raised her teacup in salute before bringing it to her lips. The realgar wine was not to her liking, but she pretended to drink deeply of it anyhow, waiting as the merchant’s wife took a sip.

The woman’s eyes widened, then narrowed and blinked into focus. The cup smashed on the stone, hands clutching her burning throat and rubbing at her skin. Realgar was popular during the Dragonboat Festival, but it was also sprinkled in the corners of houses as a rodent deterrent. There were, after all, traces of arsenic in it. The bane of snake spirits.

She crumpled to the ground, her loose clothing peeling away as her body stretched out. A long white snake slid from the folds of the fabric. Her disguise could not be maintained without her qi, and the realgar wine had temporarily blocked her internal channels. She undulated so she was between Kiamling and the warehouse door – not for giving up her new home so easily – and her forked tongue hissed. “I underestimated you.”

“Leave. Don’t cause a fuss. You can find a new home in the mountains.”

“The mountains?” The snake spirit scoffed at the idea. “They are full of whispering ghosts. Of worse dangers.”

“I cannot allow you to remain, you know that.” Kiamling tightened her grip on the handle of the teapot, watching the snake’s tail make small circles in the dirt.

“And I cannot leave.” The snake lurched forward, a move that Kiamling easily countered. Her arm swung round, smacking the teapot into the creature’s diamond head, the wine spilling as it cracked on the thick scales. The spirit shrieked and writhed, coiling herself down as wave after wave of cramps paralysed her. Kiamling threw a fu talisman down on her, the words of banishment already written there.

“You cannot return to this island for a hundred years,” she pronounced.

“Please, you don’t understand. Please!” The snake spirit’s garbled protest was lost on her. Kiamling did not have the time for pity. She had a job to do.
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A breeze rustled through the trees, their long branches trailing out to one side like strands of hair. A few leaves lay scattered on the ground around them.

“So… what do you want me to do?” Kiamling scratched her head.

“They need moving,” the young man said, wiping his hands on a flour-stained rag. “The louban has told them a dozen times, but they won’t listen. We need the space back.” He looked harassed, glancing back every so often to the bakery door, which he had left open. “Look, your por por had a plan, so if you aren’t up for it I’ll—”

“No. It’s fine, leave it with me.” He did not need to be told twice. Dashed back inside to the clutter of trays and proving dough.

Kiamling put her hands behind her back and walked round the four trees outside the bakery. Tree spirits, apparently. She knocked on one of the trunks, feeling rather foolish. “Good afternoon, elders. You heard that, didn’t you? So what say you?” The trunk was bent over, the type of tree children liked to climb, crooks and boughs dividing out. Further up, it seemed to be nodding heads with its neighbour, the fine upper branches touching. It did not respond.

Of course it did not respond, it was a tree.

Kiamling shook her head at the foolishness of it all and set off to borrow an axe.
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By the end of the week, Kiamling was back in the inn with a well-deserved cup of mau toi. Jingling sat on the low stool beside her as the innkeeper brought out crispy pork belly and set it on their table alongside various other dishes. A bowl of white rice sat as perfect as the mountain peak over the city. No mantau or boiled sweet potato in sight. Kiamling dug in, salivating as she relished every morsel. She had earned this.

“Are you sure?” her sister asked. She clutched her chopsticks in her lap, staring at the finest meal they had eaten all year. “Por Por always said—”

“I’m in charge now, Jing-Jing. Honestly, I think Por Por must’ve knocked her head one too many times. Making us live like paupers. It’s a lot easier than she made out.” Kiamling leant back, trying and failing to rest her feet on the table the way she had seen others do. It was surprisingly tricky to get the balance right. She tossed back the mau toi. Winced as it burnt the back of her throat. Awful, awful stuff. Turned out Por Por was right about one thing: she wasn’t missing anything in that respect.

“Also, I got you this,” she went on, placing the gift on the table. Her sister gasped in delight, swooping down with both hands as if someone might steal it. It was a decorative metal hair stick, the end shaped like a bunch of flowers in kingfisher-blue enamel, with three rows of beads dangling down. Kiamling had seen it at a market stall earlier, and could not help but imagine how pretty it would look in her sister’s hair. How Jingling deserved to have beautiful things to match her nature.

“Ah Kiam, this looks expensive,” Jingling murmured, her eyes glittering. See, Kiamling knew what her sister wanted. What she needed.

At first she had exercised caution. Done things by the book. But as no one breathed down her neck, critiqued her decisions, she realised the freedom she had. That it was faster to lop off the heads of the geongsi with a coin sword than shepherd them with handbells back to their graves. Banishing ghosts took just a fraction of her time when she didn’t have to listen to dreary sob stories of who had wronged them and how their families had shown no respect. Her stifled yawns could be replaced by a smattering of fu talismans, and suddenly she was getting more than a couple of hours’ sleep at night. The locals enthused about her efficiency and service.

A shadow towered over their table, hands wringing. The sisters looked up. It was the awkward Englishman, Archie Redferne. “Princesses, good morning,” he said in passable Cantonese.

Kiamling laughed, rice snorting out of her mouth and spraying across the table. Her sister was more ladylike, covering her grin with a hand. The oddness of the honorific, not to mention the incorrect greeting for the time of day, spoilt the impression he was clearly trying to make. He tilted his head, confused, but ploughed on regardless, drawing up an empty stool, the legs scraping as everyone in the inn watched.

Princesses! Kiamling had been called many things over her life, but a princess was not one of them. She picked at her teeth with her little finger to see his reaction. He was polite enough to avert his eyes, looking around at the birdcages hanging from the beams overhead.

Jingling poured him some tea, smiling despite the signals Kiamling gave her. Far too nice to tell him to go bother someone else. Archie burnt his lip in his eagerness to drink up the encouragement. Jingling had that effect on people.

“What?” Kiamling asked finally, resuming her meal with gusto.

“I was hoping we could discuss my proposal from the other week?”

“Proposal?” Jingling interjected. Her English had been improving rapidly of late, but she liked to pounce on familiar words like a cat playing with a mouse. Kiamling realised at once what sort of proposal her sister thought they were discussing. She really needed to get her head out of the clouds.

Archie’s face turned deepest scarlet, the freckles across his nose and cheeks disappearing as he made some incomprehensible noises in neither English nor Cantonese. His sandy hair took some getting used to, but his face was pleasant enough. Some might even say he was rather dashing. Other people, that was; the thought had never crossed Kiamling’s mind. His hands wrung even more, quite getting in the way of each other. “Oh no, I mean, certainly not that, although that is not to say you are somehow unworthy of the attention. I simply meant another type of proposal. A business one. The matter we discussed about tutoring.”

“Tutoring?”

“Cantonese tutoring.”

Kiamling looked at him like he had two heads. It would certainly be easier if he did. A quick cut with her coin sword and be done with him. Instead she had to unpick what on earth the stammering fool was on about while everyone in the inn pretended not to listen in. She swivelled to glare at the nearest table until the rest of the patrons averted their eyes and resumed loud conversations. She tossed back her mau toi before remembering that yes, it still tasted worse than puddle water. Grimaced. “The governor has an interpreter on staff. Go to him.”

Archie shook his head, leaning in. “I’ve had two years’ language training at one of the best colleges in London. But the natives are proving incomprehensible. Like they’re speaking a different language entirely! You, on the other hand, I can understand.”

He gnawed at the inside of his cheek, his blush having faded quite away as he mulled the problem over. His hair flopped across his forehead – the humidity perhaps, or his worried hands having loosened the pomade that held it in place.

It might just be the headiness of the alcohol, but Kiamling decided to throw him a rope. “Some of them are speaking a different language: Hakka, Teochew, Hokkien. You see us all as Chinese, but there are many communities who live here, all speaking their own languages.”

Archie’s face lit up, his whole body vibrating with excitement. “Exactly this! I have been frustrated for weeks when simple communication with locals would’ve cleared this matter up with great expediency. A moment of your time is all I request.” His hand hovered, very nearly touching hers, before he hastily withdrew it.

Kiamling wrinkled her nose. She felt for the earnest young man, but he was not her responsibility. She had enough on her plate without being a tour guide for the British. “I’m afraid I can’t help.”

Archie opened his mouth as if to argue, but her expression shut him right up. He nodded, shoulders drooping as he left.

Jingling had been watching the whole discourse with great intent, silently shovelling food into her mouth until she had eaten the choicest pieces of pork and the youngest leaves of the kai lan greens. Kiamling scolded her, before spooning more into her bowl anyway. Her buoyant mood had been entirely ruined by the forlorn Englishman. She picked at her own food, eating more out of annoyance than hunger now, hardly noticing when Jingling slid off her stool.

A piece of paper was thrust across the table. A name and address. “Just in case you change your mind,” Jingling said. A sly smile was tucked into her words.

“I won’t.”

“Por Por said it’s important to make contacts. Doesn’t hurt if they’re handsome ones.” She drew out her last words, reeling her older sister in.

Kiamling tried to ignore the goading. She failed to keep the snap from her voice. “If he’s so handsome, then go tutor him yourself.”

Jingling’s eyes danced with the joy of a battle won. “He’s not really my type. Besides, he wants a firethorn, not a peony.”

Kiamling scoffed, rolling her eyes at the ridiculous descriptions. Spending so much time with those opera singers, her little sister was adopting their fanciful way of speaking. She picked up the piece of paper, the hastily scrawled address still wet. An office in Government House. Her thumb smudged the cursive A of the Englishman’s name. A naïve fool.

All the same, she folded the paper and put it in her pocket.







Chapter Ten
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Kiamling regretted her heavy meal when someone banged on the door before dawn. She wiped the sleep from her eyes, staring up into the troubled face of Foreman Leung. “I’ve been waiting for hours!” he said.

“Leung gor, good morning.” Her head pulsed from the abrupt awakening and the mau toi she’d felt obliged to finish since she had paid for it. A pause lingered between them until a hazy recollection drifted into her mind. She’d waved at him across the street, but the noise of wet market sellers shouting their wares had quite drowned out his words.

“The… usual?” she said belatedly in realisation. Too busy taking on Por Por’s more complicated jobs, she had forgotten her own more mundane ones.

“I haven’t had a night’s sleep since the fire! Behind schedule on building the police station and now everyone is desperate for home repairs. I was relying on you. You know the crew won’t build the station without them.” He was ready to explode. The weight of everything he held spewed out of him, thrown on the dirt floor as he gesticulated. The dirt under his nails was ingrained, earth caked into the lines of his hands and the creases at his elbow like he had been incarcerated in stone and rubble.

He was right. Business had been booming for Kiamling since the Hungry Ghost Festival incident, with the locals taking extra precautions. Door gods were being pampered with joss sticks, and pyramids of fruit graced the shrines in every house and shop. Without the blessings for breaking ground, the workers would not lift a finger.

“I’ll come immediately,” she said without any of her usual snark. The dark circles beneath Leung gor’s eyes were enough to humble her.

The oil lamp flared with light. Jingling hung it from the hook, soft features illuminated by the glow. Without remark, she stoked the embers in the fireplace. Filled the battered kettle with water and the teapot with leaves. Leung watched her, his bloodshot eyes drooping as the lines on his forehead eased momentarily. There was a ritual to it all. The mundane movements like a mesmerising dance. Jingling patted his arm and gestured to the chair in the corner. The foreman spilt into it.

Kiamling struggled into her clothes, stumbling in the dim light like a moth trapped in the house. None of the grace and poise her sister had as she poured three cups of steaming tea.

“There’s no rush,” Jingling said quietly. Leung gor had fallen quite asleep in the corner. Kiamling was thankful for her sister’s intervention, but it also sent prickles of irritation through her. How had she forgotten she had promised to install the door gods at the police station today? Idiot. Por Por’s voice rang in her head. A sloppy yiugwai hunter keeps a sloppy schedule.

“Can I help?” Jingling added, tone gentle as the low snoring of the foreman filling the room.

“It’s yiugwai business.” The cloud of Kiamling’s anger snapped out at her sister, an innocent bystander in all of this.

Jingling did not respond to the tongue-lashing as she could have. Serene as the lotus flowers on a lake. “I’ve lived with yiugwai hunters for all of my eighteen years. I could be of assistance.”

A hard knot of resentment was embedded in Kiamling’s cheek. She prodded it with her tongue like an ulcer. With Jingling’s temperament and people skills, she could indeed make a good yiugwai hunter. The type Por Por wanted Kiamling to be, who considered the community and building relations rather than just slapping a fu on it. She kicked the resentful thought into a dusty corner of her mind. No, that sort of bitterness helped no one. “Thank you, but no. You have better prospects than that.”

“Oh?” Jingling blinked, lashes fluttering against her cheek as she played with her hair. It was a curtain of black like a velvet scarf over her shoulders. She was effortless, her face round as a full moon; even the shadow she cast was without sharp edges. In this, Kiamling had for once agreed with Por Por. Her little sister was too precious for their line of work. The realm of yiugwai hunters was not just physically dangerous. They loitered on the peripheries, occupying a liminal space between sunset and nightfall. They were respected to the same degree as a wild tiger: someone others would not cross but neither would they invite home for New Year. It was a job for outcasts.

“One day you’ll have suitors. Diplomats or merchants, maybe someone in the imperial court. You’ll want to marry and have lots of adorable little babies.” Kiamling pretended to rock a baby in her arms. Her sister stuck out her tongue and threw one of her sandals half-heartedly at her head.

“Is that what you see for me?” Jingling’s bottom lip pushed outwards. Fingers raked through her hair, tangling it more than combing through. “Just a conventional marriage, a conventional life?”

Kiamling shook her head, struggling to articulate what she meant. She patted her sister’s head reassuringly. “No, Jing-Jing, not just. A happy home, a loving family, a normal life.” She wished for it fervently. For all the night shifts at burial sites and writing fu talismans until the words were etched in the back of her eyes, she dreamt of Jingling as a great lady. How proud she would be to experience all those things vicariously. The finest foods, a house with a koi pond, a dozen servants, and a sedan chair to take her around town. Her sister deserved the best.

The cockerel’s crow finally woke Leung gor, but this time Kiamling was ready. Her knapsack was filled with equipment and she handed him a steamed mantau bun to eat en route. The foreman was a lot less irritated after a couple of hours’ sleep.

“We are short of workers,” he admitted gruffly, chewing on the steamed bread. “A lot of rumours going around.”

“Rumours?”

“Of a monster prowling the streets at night. Attacking people. They’ve probably just found better work elsewhere. Half of those coming through Hong Kong leave. And now they say there will be another war.”

Kiamling could not speak for a moment, the words stuck in her throat. It was true that Hong Kong was a jumping-off point for other countries, but that was not the only reason people were disappearing. Leung looked at her curiously.

“Leung gor, the fire at the Hungry Ghost Festival,” she ventured.

“Set me back weeks, I know.”

“But the beast…”

He laughed, a rare sound from the overworked carpenter. “Now, now, you shouldn’t call the English priest that!”

He had left, Kiamling remembered, gone to help those getting water from the harbourfront. It was unsurprising that he assumed the stories of a shadow beast were just that. Children’s tales.

Leung led the way to the European quarter, where Western-style buildings filled the places where fishing villages had once stood. They were scattered all over the lower slopes of the Mid-Levels, mansions with sprawling gardens and white pillars framing double doors. It had only been a few months since Kiamling and Por Por had cleared the burial site for the new police station. Already the outer brick walls had been constructed. The workers were waiting for her to install door gods before they continued.

Kiamling pasted the vibrant papers of the deities’ images to the double front doors of the station, lighting joss sticks and saying the ritual words. The workers nodded politely at her, but they parted around her like a river around a stone, not wanting to come too close to someone who worked with death. They had brought their own offerings: fruit and flowers to place beside the doors. Protection for the police station as it would eventually be, but also against any construction accidents during its building.

Kiamling leant against the side wall in the shade, all but forgotten.

“Misfortune sits on that woman’s shoulders,” one man said quietly to his colleague in Hakka. He glanced over his shoulder, unaware that she was close enough to hear them.

“I’d rather my daughters worked in the flower boats than as a yiugwai hunter,” his friend agreed. “There’s no peace for them, in this life or the next.”

“Did you hear they fled Canton with only the clothes on their backs?”

“I heard there’s a price on their heads…” The man made a neck-cutting motion with his finger as he spoke.

The gossiping workers moved out of earshot, leaving Kiamling utterly shocked. Por Por had always told them to stay away from Canton, but she had not said anything about why. Foolish of Kiamling never to ask, simply accepting the half-answer for what it was. What other secrets had her grandmother been keeping from her?

Something inside her chest pulled tight. It felt like a muscle spasm, even though she had stretched this morning and knew it was not that. More like a wound bandaged too tightly, smothered by the lack of air. She had wrapped her guilt up in busywork, telling herself it was what Por Por would’ve wanted. That it was what she needed to do to provide for Jingling and herself. But it festered within her, knowing that she had not done enough to figure out what the mysterious doorway and shadow beast were.

Well, she had run out of excuses. And there was only one place that might have some answers.







Chapter Eleven
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Man Mo temple sat halfway up the Mid-Levels on Hollywood Road, looking down over the harbour to the north. It was the most lavish of the Chinese-style buildings in the colony, built by donations from wealthy patrons. The white-painted walls were in stark contrast to the green ceramic tiles that mimicked segments of bamboo, but it was inside that the temple really shone.

It was an oasis of tranquillity against the street noise of adjacent shops and wet market sellers. Overhead, huge spiral cones of incense were hooked from bamboo poles. Rows and rows of them with auspicious sayings dangling from red tablets. Smoke rose from the spirals and the great gold urns of joss sticks below, meeting shafts of light from between the rafters. Without even being asked, people tempered their voices to a whisper. Por Por called it a talisman of sorts. Protecting the whole colony.

It was a place that inspired awe.

The eastern portion of the building was dedicated to the gods of literature and martial arts, but in the centre, general worship took place. An array of deities filled the double-rowed tables against the wall. A god for every need. A scattering of people lit joss sticks and dropped coins into the donations box, lost in their own prayers. Health, wealth, happiness; class and country made little difference, the wishes remained the same.

Kiamling stepped quietly through the door into the community hall of the temple. It was nothing more than a ribcage of roof beams and supporting pillars, unfinished as yet. Leung was in charge of the build but could only stretch in so many directions at one time. A fine layer of dust filled the unused room, and Kiamling wiped the plaque by the door with her sleeve. The community hall at Man Mo temple was commissioned through the generous donations of the Chinese community, in particular Ng Choy and Yau Yuhuan.

She recalled being there when the foundation stones were laid, shifting on restless feet through droning speech after droning speech. Madam Yau and Barrister Ng had made an odd couple; a man of the law and a brothel madam would not normally be seen together at an official event. But even if their wealth was derived from different pots, they were both magnanimous in paying for the building’s construction. Por Por had stuck by the visiting Buddhist monk’s side the whole day, hanging on his every word. Most of the early Chinese residents of Hong Kong had been in attendance; others too, the ones who had left for Formosa or Malacca, or further, to the American gold mines to seek their fortunes.

Kiamling found the small storage room of the community hall filled with unopened crates and building supplies. There, right at the back, she spotted the familiar camphor-wood chest. On the lid were carved depictions of Mount Kunlun, home of the gods. She and Jingling had squatted beside it, running their fingers over the ornate reliefs as Por Por had spoken to the Buddhist priest. It contained every scroll on yiugwai they had at the temple in Shanghai. Some with hand-drawn maps and illustrations, others filled with anecdotes, sometimes no longer than a sentence, about strange beasts and phenomena. Brittle with age, cracking even as they were gingerly unfurled, the ink faded away in patches.

Kiamling had been delighted, of course, until Por Por clarified it was just a loan. They needed to copy the scrolls, word for word, drawing for drawing, before returning the originals to the temple in Shanghai. Excitement congealed. The sisters had spent months writing out the texts in their spare moments until their fingers cramped and their wrists throbbed. For weeks after, every time she closed her eyes, Kiamling saw the formal seal script in long columns from right to left, dancing across her dreams. The simple line drawings of nine-headed gau ying and faceless wandun were etched into the ripples of the shoreline or the track marks on the path to their house, no matter how she tried to erase them.

She shifted some boxes to reach the camphor chest, and unfurled the topmost scroll. She was looking for a beast made of shadow and fire that stalked the streets at night with red eyes. Should be easy enough. She scanned through text after text, putting aside some that were promising. The tingou, or heavenly dog, that ate the sun and moon was also made of darkness, but there had been no eclipse on the night of the fire. The year beast that emerged at the start of the new year was known to attack and eat people, but that festival was months away. It was unheard of for the nin sau to emerge at any other time of year.

None of it quite fitted. She kept going, the pile of scrolls mounting up by her side. In the back of her mind she already knew they would offer no aid. The painstaking copying years ago had not been fully excised from her memory. That, she admitted to herself grudgingly, had probably been Por Por’s reasoning behind the whole exercise.

The shadow beast from the Ghost Festival simply rang no bells. Not from the scrolls or from the stories Por Por had told of her youth. Not from the eighteen levels of hell or the various types of hungry ghosts. It was something new.

Resigned, she unrolled one more scroll anyway, wincing at her poor calligraphy. The ones that Jingling had copied were fair. Her own were like a drunk spider had stumbled across the page. The picture of the owl-like bird with a human face looked like the expression the British officer had made when he had careered into the line of corpses all those weeks ago. Kiamling laughed. He had squawked like one of the hens.

Wait.

The British had sat in the chairs reserved for the ghosts at the festival. Your ghosts aren’t real, Governor Bowring had said. Their refusal to move had preceded the appearance of the shadow beast. The ignorance of the British on the night when the barrier between living and dead was at its thinnest.

Kiamling pursed her lips grimly. Yeah, that would do it.







Chapter Twelve
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Governor Bowring was installed in the newly built Government House, a squat white building set over three floors with a vantage point across the island. It was the heart of the British colony, with the Legislative Council also holding meetings within.

“I’d like to speak to the governor,” Kiamling said, approaching the guard station.

The guard on duty looked down his nose, then had to look down even further. It wasn’t Kiamling’s fault most of the British were impossibly tall. It was as if they had been stretched on the journey over, twisted out of shape like wet laundry. In hindsight, she probably should have at least washed her face and put on her best outfit rather than marching over here from Man Mo temple with cobwebs still in her hair. She didn’t even wear the loose-fitting dress and trousers like most of the other Chinese women, but a shorter men’s tunic so that she could access her belt of yiugwai-hunting arsenal. Jingling would have done something smart to win the man over – played with her braids and charmed him with casual conversation. Kiamling attempted her version of a disarming smile. The guard took an involuntary step back.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No, but it’s a matter of importance.”

“Is it now?” He folded his arms, more certain that she was just another time-waster now.

“I believe he’d want to speak to me immediately,” Kiamling said. She would want to know if the island she was in charge of was being menaced by a shadow beast because of some cultural misunderstanding. By Jove, the governor would say, better put things to rights! Then he would invite her to try some of these sandwiches she kept hearing about.

“No appointment, no entry. Not unless one of the officers or civil servants vouches for you.” The guard shooed her away like she was one of the stray dogs by the harbour.

Kiamling stomped away in great embarrassment. Of course they were not going to let her walk in just like that. The British laughed every time Por Por talked about balance and feng shui. Kiamling was a fool for assuming she would do any better.

Her grandmother’s words haunted her. Ghosts and monsters are only half the job. Managing people is the other half. She needed a different approach. A more subtle one perhaps. She needed—

“Oof,” said the pile of books she had careered into. The cloth-bound volumes flew into the air. Without thinking, Kiamling leapt forward and snatched them up as they fell. Her hand missed the last one, but she thrust out a foot before it hit the ground, balancing it on the toe of her shoe.

The man who had been clutching the books did not fare so well. The lanky civil servant, Archie, had fallen onto the ground, very likely with a bruised tailbone to show for it. But his expression was one of sheer delight as Kiamling handed him back his books with a murmured apology.

The cogs in her head turned quickly. A different approach then. “Mr Redferne, sir, I’ve come to take you up on your offer!”

The young man took a long moment to register her words. The twitch on his cheek smoothed out as he clapped his hands together. A dimple formed there, just to the left of his mouth, when he smiled. “Excellent. Marvellous news indeed! We should make a start. Immediately, Miss Au.”

“Call me Kiamling,” she responded, surprised that he had known her name at all.

“Miss Kim, I really must thank you. It will only take a few hours of your day,” Archie enthused as he walked her past the guard station. The guard’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull, but he said nothing, standing to attention.

“Yes, yes, perfect.” Kiamling tried to ignore how he had mangled her name. Her mind schemed as she glanced behind her furtively. Archie would provide excellent cover for her to snoop around Government House. And perhaps he could be persuaded to set up a meeting with Governor Bowring, too.

“I dare say we need no more than three or four months to get up to speed. I was considered top of my Oriental languages class after all.”

“Wait, what? A few hours a day? For months?” Kiamling halted abruptly.

“Why, yes. Is that going to be a problem?” Archie looked at her like a disappointed puppy pawing at an empty plate for scraps.

It was an annoyance for sure. To finally have her freedom from Por Por’s iron grip, then simply tie herself up teaching this fool. Not to mention her early shifts at the teahouse.

A couple of police officers walked towards them, this pair not even casting a glance at Kiamling. She hastened to respond. “Of course not. It sounds… wonderful.”

“Your face is quite a picture right now,” Archie said. He had pressed his lips together, avoiding her eye as his body shook. Belatedly Kiamling realised he was holding back laughter. Sniggering at her terrible game face. She could never win at mahjong.

She punched him in the arm. “You tricking ghosts to eat tofu?”

He rubbed his arm with his other hand, raising an eyebrow at the Cantonese phrase. “I beg your pardon?”

“A tall tale!” Kiamling retorted, pleased she knew the English words for it. She walked a tiny bit faster, just enough that he had to trot to keep up.

“Oh no, I really do need the lessons. What do ghosts have against tofu? These are the things I’m hoping to pick up.” His voice behind her was enthusiastic, the excited scholar back as he huffed just a little at her pace. She disliked the line of questioning. Who had time to wonder about ghosts and tofu? It was just something everyone said. But here were the British with their questions, picking and unpicking until things started to unravel entirely, concrete truths becoming unmoored boats.

“Let me just grab a few things and we can get started.” Archie opened the door into a busy office room. There were two clerks behind desks, too busy with fountain pens and piles of documents even to look up. The door clicked closed behind him, leaving Kiamling alone in the external hallway.

Despite the midday heat, it was cool in the shaded corridor as long as she avoided the wedges of sunlight between the pillars. She took a moment to close her eyes.

“The Celestial Empire is nothing like what it used to be. The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom has proven that.” Footsteps and voices echoed from the floor above her, the bass line of a male voice carrying like the thrum of a cicada.

“To think he was inspired by our Christian missionaries. That the might of the Qing emperor has not been able to quash such a rebellion. It’s magnificent! Can we not get this Hong fellow on side?” The second speaker had a deeper voice, rough and more difficult to follow.

Magnificent was not the word Kiamling would use. The Taiping rebels had been an alluring prospect initially. Hong – the self-proclaimed Heavenly King – was Hakka like her parents, born and brought up in the impoverished southern provinces. Tens of thousands of people had joined his call against the heartlessness of the emperor far to the north in Peking, ignoring the famine and drought the locals suffered. But as the rebellion grew into a civil war, tens of thousands more were displaced or slaughtered by either Taiping rebels or imperial forces for refusing to choose a side; or being perceived to be on the wrong one. Hundreds of thousands by now… No one knew the exact number. She placed her forehead on one of the pillars, trying to focus on the cool brick instead of the heat rising within her.

“Our missionaries have tried, but he is adamant he is Jesus Christ reborn. No, Hong is a powder keg, useful only for pointing in Peking’s direction.”

“Then what do I tell our British interests in the treaty ports? They are dissatisfied, you know. The Chinamen are still refusing to take our opium, despite everything.”

The footsteps stopped. Kiamling took the chance to lean over the balcony and look upwards. The sun was directly in her eyes, and she could see no more than silhouettes.

“Blame Pottinger. He should’ve made them sign more at the Treaty of Nanjing. Lost his bottle if you ask me,” the first man complained.

“A wasted opportunity. How will we extract more goods? We simply do not have the silver for this sort of trade deficit.”

“Patience, my good fellow. We have enough Chinamen hooked on the pipe that they continue to let our merchants trade, even if it is under cover of darkness.”

The footsteps started up again, moving further away from Kiamling’s position. She followed them from the floor below, heading more swiftly now towards the corner of the building. Before it got interesting, she heard a key in a lock and the conversation disappeared, a door slamming behind the men. As she wondered if she had time to sneak upstairs and listen, a commotion in the courtyard outside the building drew her attention. Chinese labourers had been unpacking massive crates containing imported British furniture. Something had slipped and a dark leather chesterfield sofa, studded with buttons, had somehow rolled out of its protective sheets and ended up on the gravel. The weight of it was immense, with three men needed to right it. The leather had been badly scratched and scored in places.

A British officer was berating the workers, slapping one man over the head repeatedly with a newspaper. It was Lancaster, the police superintendent. “Utter imbeciles. Shipped thousands of miles in one piece only to be ruined by fools who don’t know the value of things.”

“Sorry, ah seh,” the labourer murmured. He received only a glare for his troubles.

The men were thin, all sinew and bone. Nearly as brown as the leather itself. Many had come to Hong Kong to escape the Taiping Rebellion, hearing of the labour shortage and the chance of a new life.

“The Orientals are simply inferior in proportions to Europeans. Not to mention brain capacity,” another officer commented. “We ought to have them whipped.”

The labourers cowered.

“I thought we had it bad in India, but at least the coolies there managed simple tasks like this!”

“Come away, Miss Kim.” Archie had returned, standing beside her awkwardly. It was nothing she had not seen before, yet it still continued to sting like smoke in her eyes. He bristled beside her, but did not speak to either condone or castigate. But he was a shield, giving her the legitimacy to dig deeper for clues about the beast and Por Por’s disappearance. Until then, she was stuck with him.







Lessons
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Miss Kim snorted, slapping her knee. “You just told him you had diarrhoea.”

“I did nothing of the sort!” Archie pulled his handkerchief from his pocket, dabbing the perspiration from his brow to hide his embarrassment. He was truly grateful she had given up so much of her time to tutor him, even if she did say his tones were like the mews of hatchling birds.

He tried again, pausing carefully before each syllable. “I am diarrhoea. Diarrhoea.”

Tears of mirth spilt from Miss Kim’s eyes as she shook her head. The first time he had met her, she had taken him quite by surprise. A slip of a thing, her presence was nonetheless undeniable. She reminded him of a cat in the village he’d grown up in. Strong-willed, fiercely independent and mistrustful. It had taken him months to gain the feline’s trust, but it was one of his favourite remaining childhood memories.

Miss Kim had insisted they practise in real situations with different people, not just her. She argued it was the way she had learnt English, forcefully and immersively. Archie was under no illusions; he knew she was getting him to pay for all sorts of foods and items he had no use for.

She was still waiting for him to correct his mispronunciation. Vehemently this time, just to hear her laugh, he attempted the word again, voice loud enough for the whole teahouse to hear. “Diarrhoea!”

She guffawed, a very unladylike sound that cared not for etiquette or good breeding. It was a breath of fresh air compared to the conversations at Government House. The louban looked at her with the expression of a man who just wanted to be put out of his misery. Finally she clarified in Cantonese, “He’s hungry.”

Archie put his head on the table. “Was it really that bad?” His voice was muffled through the wood. A mosquito flew around his head, its buzzing like low-level jeering.

“Yes. Luckily none of your compatriots know Cantonese. They still think you are an outstanding linguist.”

“I’ll have you know I was the best in my year in the Cantonese cadetship.”

“In which case, good luck to the rest of them ordering their meals…”

He didn’t look up until the stack of steaming dim sum arrived at the table. Miss Kim did not wait for him to start eating. She grabbed a charsiu bao, passing it from hand to hand and taking small bites out of. Raised it with a salute of thanks to her louban. She had been in the middle of her dishwashing shift when Archie had arrived punctually at the time she had requested. A wicked smile had curved across her face when Mr Cheng dared not keep her in the kitchen any longer. Archie knew he was being used, and yet all the same it did not bother him. Better than when his compatriots invited him to dinner parties to be diverted by his commoner ways. Imagine, he did not even know what a fish knife was!

Something moved under the table and she stamped down instinctively. There was a gratifying crunch as a cockroach cracked under her sandal. Growing up in the country, Archie was used to bugs, but even he had baulked at the size of the cockroaches when he had first arrived here. In the humidity they were rife, hiding under the cover of darkness.

“I am busy today,” Miss Kim warned as she wolfed down two of the siu mai. He tried to imagine her eating finger sandwiches in the Savoy. The look of horror on the other patrons’ faces. The image brought him a huge amount of joy. Even from their short acquaintance, he envied how confident she was in her own skin.

“After this I have another job. Yiugwai hunting,” she continued.

Yiugwai. He had encountered the word only in passing. Monsters and unnatural beings. His hand rose to touch his crucifix, stopping just short. “Isn’t that… witchcraft?”

“Witchcraft?” she asked. She was unfamiliar with the English word.

“The dark arts.” His eyes shifted, worried the other patrons were eavesdropping.

“Is that what you call it in Britain?” she was genuinely curious, but it made Archie uncomfortable. She showed him one hand, then cupped it around the other. “There is dark, but also light. Both are needed for balance. Human emotions – envy, greed, desire – entice spirits and monsters into our realm. My job is to send those spirits on their way, to ensure they do not tip the scales.”

“And you do that with black magic?” Her explanation had piqued his interest, reminded him of something he had heard a long time ago.

“I use qi. Life energy. All living beings have it – plants, animals, even you.”

Archie looked down at his own hands, as if he would suddenly be able to see this supposed qi connecting his body. Local hocus-pocus, he supposed.

She told him about people who had their qi blocked, naturally or sometimes maliciously. She told him how she had to meditate regularly to ensure hers kept flowing. The energy that allowed her to move fast, light or strong for brief bursts. That could be used to spark flames and see into the spirit realms. She told him all of this without a hint of mortification in her demeanour. She believed it.

Archie found his hand slipping into his pocket. He carried a lucky charm there, something his mother had given him. Unlike the cross he wore openly around his neck, he was rather embarrassed at the superstitious trinket. How attached to it he was, even though science and logic told him it was provincial nonsense.

The scepticism on his brow must have shown.

“Never mind, I shouldn’t expect a gweilo to understand.” She moved the conversation on, trying to mask that she was obviously hurt by his lack of enthusiasm. “It’s the family business. You have family back home, don’t you?”

Archie was relieved at her abrupt segue, glad to move away from the awkward topic. “Yes. I have three younger brothers and sisters.” He took her silence as encouragement and counted them off on his fingers. “There’s Albie after me, he’s apprentice to the farrier. Then Betsy and Vi. I think they’re still working at the estate.”

The journey from England to Hong Kong had not been an easy one. Letters took months to arrive. He was halfway across the world from his family and knew very little of how they fared in his absence.

“My salary goes to them. We’re not… well off. After my father died, we only had my mother to rely on.” His hand had subconsciously pulled the lucky charm out of his pocket, rubbing it between his fingers until the metal was smooth. A small silver bean.

The mouthful of steamed dumpling appeared to be stuck in Miss Kim’s throat. It turned out she could feel guilty about fleecing him after all. Archie picked up his chopsticks to put her at ease. At least he had a generous stipend for meals. It was not as if he spent extravagantly on himself. Feeding others brought him a sense of satisfaction, and he knew that she took the leftovers home for her sister. The way she talked about Jingling reminded him of his own family.

“What does your mother do?” she asked.

He grimaced, careful not to say it directly. “She’s like a midwife… sort of. Not a trained physician as such. But she has a knack with small illnesses, old aches and pains. Animals too; people bring injured lambs and dogs with rheumy eyes to her. She has a way with them.”

Witchcraft. He hated the word. How it had mocked him throughout school, how much he had to unlearn when he moved to London. His eyes were drawn to the overcrowded shrine at the corner of the teahouse. A statue of Mary in a blue shawl had joined a cross.

“I was bright, did well at the village school. The minister put me forward for a scholarship, got me onto this cadet scheme,” he said.

“Things worked out well for you.”

“I owe the Church everything. The government too. They kept me on track.” The lucky bean lay on the table like an accusatory finger. He shoved it back in his pocket. He really should have just left it in his room. Or better still, thrown it over the side of the ship on the voyage over here. But old habits died hard. He could not quite bring himself to part from it, even though it was irrational. Another tradition from his childhood that he should have outgrown.

His chopsticks swooped in to grab the last dumpling before Miss Kim could. While his tones still needed work, he had mastered chopstick skills. He grinned with triumph at the annoyance on her face. He had beaten her fair and square. He put the dumpling in her empty bowl.

In a flash, she had moved it back to his. “You need to eat more too.”

It was such an older-sibling comment that Archie could almost see his brother and sisters at the dinner table back in England. Could see the outline of Miss Kim’s sister too. Language and culture did not matter when it came to good-natured chiding and sharing of meagre portions. Something else they had in common.

He looked at her. Really looked. Not like the glances that slid from her face in search of someone with more authority. Or the ones that raked up and down her unremarkable boyish shape like perusing the pages of a newspaper. He saw past the scowl to someone who was afraid to show that she cared. Who fastened a belt of equipment around her waist because without it she was just as vulnerable as the rest of them. The rough sketch of her was visible under the wet paint. Her brown eyes looked more like smoky quartz in the light as they held him in their gaze.

“Finished?” one of the servers said, stacking the empty bamboo steamers. His movements cut through the invisible thread between them and Archie glanced down into his lap. He was famished. His body protesting like he had not eaten in days: hungry not for sweet or savoury, but for something else entirely.







Chapter Thirteen
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They got a lot of looks on their way to her next job. Archie was taller than most, ducking to avoid the low-hanging signs in some of the narrower streets. He was affable too, stopping to exchange small talk, buying a handful of the crisp local pears. Kiamling bit her tongue from hurrying him on; she was after all the one who’d said he had to practise with others. Despite all her criticisms, his Cantonese had vastly improved in a few short weeks. Self-correcting before she could jump in.

The building they sought was decadent. Dark-wood-panelled double doors were framed with carved floral motifs. Pale green tiles lined the lower half, painted with delicate poppy stems. The scarlet of their petals bloomed like smears of lipstick. The signage was subtle, a single line of calligraphy painted on a cherry-blossom-wood panel: The House of Harmonious Dreams. If Kiamling had not known better, she would’ve taken it for a merchant’s residence, or a temple even.

In a way, it was a place of worship.

Smoke curled from the door as she slid it open. The smell that hit her was sweet, like sugar syrup at the candy-maker’s stall but with an earthy floral note. Weaving through strands of her hair and penetrating the layers of her clothes. Whispering to be inhaled.

“Why… are we at an opium den?” Archie froze in place, just beyond the threshold with the look of a caged animal. His hands had bunched into fists at his sides and Kiamling could almost hear his heartbeat from where she was standing. She shook the haze from her head. She couldn’t have inhaled that much already.

“I told you, I have a job. You don’t have to come.” She threw the words at him, not looking to see if he would catch. Ignoring the small part of herself that was just as nervous. She had walked with her head down whenever she passed opium dens previously. More and more were popping up across the island, ranging from opulent premises like this one to meagre run-down shacks. Por Por’s voice warning her: Do not go in there. Ever. But a job was a job.

“Miss Au,” the opium den louban said, emerging from the smoke. Mr Ma was a slight man, shrivelled like a dried raisin, his long braid as grey as his cloudy eyes. He had tucked his hands into his wide sleeves and bowed. Started as he noticed Archie there also, his bow deepening further like he was a folded piece of paper. “A friend?” The two words in Cantonese were so loaded with aspersions that Kiamling’s response caught in her throat.

“My Cantonese teacher,” Archie announced, his pronunciation for once adequate. Mr Ma nodded, filing away this information for later as he stepped aside to allow them in.

The reservations Archie had expressed were gone in the face of a united front. Kiamling was silently thankful for his presence. Inside, the opium den was split into several smaller rooms, partitioned with draping curtains and screens. The opulent dark wood continued in claw-footed chairs, low day beds and panelling. The smoke gave everything a hazy quality, like mist rolling in on Victoria Peak on a cold morning. Blink as she might, everything was not quite as sharp as she would prefer, including the workings of her own brain. Her eyes picked out the embroidered cushions and rugs long before she saw the people. Stretched out like lounging cats on the floor and low beds and slumped in high-backed chairs. All clutching long-stemmed opium pipes, the bowl like a bulbous growth at the end.

The hairs prickled down her back as she realised she recognised people. Some of the merchants who frequented the teahouse, but also some shopkeepers too.

“Soon sang!” she exclaimed before she could stop herself. The owner of the dried-food store propped himself on an elbow to look up at her from the opium bed. His shoes had been kicked to the floor and his pipe hung from his hand like a fishing rod without a catch.

“Miss Au, good evening,” he replied, response softer than it had ever been in their interactions outside. Kiamling did not correct him that it was in fact only late morning. She was too busy trying to process her shock, keep it from pouring out across her face like an overfilled cup. She was a yiugwai hunter after all; she should not judge others.

“Where’s your grandmother? It’s been ages since we’ve shared a pipe.”

“What?” Kiamling could hear her voice rising in panic.

Mr Soon took another long drag on his pipe, his eyes already half lidded. He did not answer. The other smokers had barely stirred, deep in their own fume-filled reveries.

The louban shook his head, gesturing for them to move on. Kiamling was flustered, her brusque exterior puckering at the seams. She headed him off in the corridor, demanding to know why he had called for her. It was not the polite way to establish relationships in business but between the fumes and the Englishman trailing behind, she did not want any more surprises.

“To be honest, I’m not sure,” the louban admitted. “I tried the doctor first, but he said it was nothing to do with him.”

“Speak straight, man,” Archie piped up.

Mr Ma’s eyes darted between the two of them, coming to some sort of decision. He was the kind of man who bought a lame ox for the chance of profit. He did not like sharing vulnerabilities. “My customers are lethargic.”

Archie snorted. “Isn’t that the point?”

“Opium is more complicated than the newssheets pretend.” Ma puffed up his chest. “My establishment is not cheap. Cheap is a labourer smoking in the fields to stave off hunger because he cannot afford food. Or the builder smoking to pretend his back pain is not there. Cheap is chewing opium because there’s no time to smoke it.”

He picked up a discarded pipe from a nearby low table. “Does this look cheap?” The pipe was off-white, ivory or horn carved to look like bamboo, with silver and enamel elephants decorating the bowl. Something no mere labourer could afford. The fair hair of the comatose smoker was not initially apparent in the dimly lit den, but he was most certainly European.

Archie blinked as if his eyes deceived him. “It’s a sin,” he said finally, although he sounded less certain than before.

Kiamling turned the louban’s words over, like mixing a delicate dough. He had made his point and she was willing to hear him out. “I would’ve thought you’d be pleased to have stronger opiates.”

“I know my opium. This is something else.” Ma drew back the curtain to a small back room. If Kiamling had thought the others opulent, she had not been using her imagination. One single canopied bed, big enough to sleep four or more, filled most of the room. It was framed like a fine pavilion, carved vines and flowers running up the frame. Lying diagonally across the middle of it was the acclaimed barrister and much-talked-about new member of the Legislative Council, Ng Choy. His face was wan, in discomfort: a waxen coating on his skin as if preserved. His chest rising and falling was the only indication that he still breathed. Smoke curled from his nostrils and mouth like tendrils from joss sticks.

“They were talking about his absence at the council meetings,” Archie said. “Thank heavens he’s been found.” He crouched, shaking Mr Ng’s shoulder and calling his name. Dread lapped at Kiamling’s feet like the slow creep of the tide.

“I’ve tried that. Also cold water, loud noises, acupuncture needles. I even held a candle over his hand.” Mr Ma fiddled with the long sleeves of his robes. “He won’t wake up. This is why I called you.”

Kiamling pulled up one eyelid, then the other. Mr Ng’s pupils were nowhere to be seen, only the whites of his eyes, yellow as turmeric. Prising open his mouth, she had to duck to avoid a belch of foul ammonia-smelling air.

“Hag-ridden,” Archie said, head almost on her shoulder as he whispered.

“What do you mean?” Kiamling pounced on his words.

Archie shook his head, cheeks turning scarlet. The words had spilt from his mouth unbidden. “Nothing. Just something we would say back home. Superstitious hogwash, ignore me.”

Kiamling twitched, sensing there was more than Archie was letting on, but the Englishman shut down entirely, hands in his pockets, face turned away as if he could deny his own eyes if he did not look. The louban kept a distance. Respectful… or more likely fearful. Like the smell of geongsi lingered about her person.

The truth was, she didn’t know what afflicted Ng. He was not dead, but nor was it a restful sleep either. Something was keeping him under. “What happened?”

“He started coming after the Hungry Ghost Festival fire. I thought nothing of it at first, a new patron. None of my business. But then the visits got longer. He demanded more and more. Nothing could sate him. Then a couple of days ago… this.”

“He always uses this room?”

“Correct.”

“Anyone else affected?”

“Not to this extent. But as I said, something has changed. A fitful slumber that makes them difficult to wake.”

“Worse in the adjacent rooms?”

“Yes.” The louban’s eyes widened in realisation. It was something tied to the environment. Or to Mr Ng’s person. Spirits then. A powerful one targeting the barrister.

Kiamling wrapped two goji berries and a coin into a blank fu talisman. Folded the whole thing into a hexagon shape and popped it under her tongue. The paper melted in her mouth, grainy and sticking against her lower teeth. She ignored it, focusing her internal qi on her forehead, and opened her third eye to look into the spirit world. It was not a physical eye in the European sense of the word. Those who meditated and learnt to control their qi could sometimes see things hidden from plain sight. Auras. Imprints left by ghosts or monsters. Opening her third eye felt like staring into the midday sun. The heat seared the skin of her forehead, concentrated into one spot like a stone pressed there. She could only hold it open for so long before the overwhelming urge to blink and look away could not be denied.

With her third eye opened, the bed and other furniture were dim, hidden in shadows. She turned towards the louban, his silhouette a steady red as it should be. Life exuded from him: heat from his skin and breath in puffs from his nose and mouth. Her attention turned to the slumbering Mr Ng. Instead of red, he was lined in a dark blue, like clouds against a full moon. The colour of something betwixt this world and the next. Not quite undead but adjacent. Her head ached from the effort, but she persisted, looking into the corners of the room, under the bed and in the corridor. Searching for the bright flare of white that would denote an unquiet spirit. A ghost or ghoul haunting the man. It should be obvious. It should be simple. Identify, exorcise, on to the next job.

But there was nothing.

“Are you all right? You look awful queer.” Archie crossed into her field of vision suddenly. The distraction made her step backwards, tripping over the corner of a rug. The coin slipped out of her mouth. Her third eye shut abruptly, the door to the spirit world slamming and the world bursting into colour as she fell.

She did not reach the floor.

Archie’s arms had caught her around the waist. At this proximity, Kiamling could see the scattering of freckles on his nose. He smelt of peppermints and hair pomade. His arms were stronger than his wiry frame suggested. Warm as well. Her own arms had grabbed out instinctively, wound around his neck without thinking.

The pause was longer than it had a right to be, before Archie gasped in horror and released her. “My apologies!” Luckily it was only a small drop to the floor and Kiamling barely felt it. She stood back up, brushing her clothes down as an excuse for not looking at him. She had been flustered by the third eye was all. Had always struggled with the skill. Her pool of internal qi was all but depleted by the brief glance into the spirit world.

“I will need some time,” she said to Mr Ma. The old man had hardly noticed the interaction between Kiamling and Archie, too busy checking on Mr Ng’s condition with a sad shake of his head.

“Not spirits then?”

“I’m… not sure,” Kiamling admitted. Por Por would have had an answer by now. The louban’s disappointment was clear from the way his shoulders drooped and his polite nodding.

“Salt on the windows and doors. And a crucifix or two wouldn’t go amiss,” Archie said.

“Salt?”

He nodded, rubbing his chin. “A line of it. Let me speak to the Reverend Nairns. He might be persuaded to do an exorcism.”

The louban’s eyes lit up. Kiamling realised her mistake. Archie had offered something: hope. “And a couple of batgua mirrors, there and there,” she added, pointing to random spots in the room. “A handful of glutinous rice under the bed, refreshed every two days.”

Mr Ma nodded at the instruction, invigorated by the plan of action. He had Archie and Kiamling write down the instructions on a strip of rice paper, holding it between finger and thumb like a precious thing.

Only when they were back out on the street did Kiamling turn to the Englishman. “Thank you for your quick thinking. Wherever did you come up with that nonsense about salt on the windows?”

Archie frowned, a furrow appearing between his brows as if he was unsure whether she was mocking him. He hesitated, shoving his hands into his pockets. “It was, ah, something they did back home. Utter balderdash, I’m sure, but my mother swore by it.”

He walked briskly ahead, his long legs carrying him quite far down the street. Kiamling trotted to keep up, but did not push him any further. He did not owe her stories about his past. It was a working relationship, that was all.







Chapter Fourteen
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The number four was bad luck in Chinese tradition. A homophone for death. Most people avoided it wherever possible. Avoided planning weddings or full-moon baby celebrations on the fourth of the month. Even in some counting games, children would purse their lips together rather than say the number aloud. But for someone who dealt with spirits and the undead on a daily basis, it was difficult to avoid death. It was not really a surprise that the bad news came in four.

The first was a geongsi exorcism. Kiamling had just sat down to dinner with her sister when sandalled feet thudded on the dry earth, the yells and huffing up the gentle incline enough for her to grab her coin sword before the messenger reached them. The youth was bent double, clutching at the stitch in his side as he forced words out between gasping breaths. Geongsi. Pottinger Street.

Kiamling looked at him askance. She’d dealt with that already. Two days ago. A straightforward job that had barely taken an hour. The sweet smell of white radish and pork stew rose from the pot and her stomach rumbled in protest at the delay. She shovelled rice into her mouth stubbornly. It was only Jingling’s reaction that encouraged her to move. Her sister looked horrified, offering her stool to the young boy, fetching him water to mop his brow. Throwing up her hands in exasperation, Kiamling stood.

She refused to run, to give credence to the scaremongering. The stew would be cold by the time she returned, or tough and overcooked. The island was filled with rumours of the shadow monster snatching people. Half of the supposed sightings were nothing more than stray dogs. The geongsi on Pottinger Street had been dispatched! She had even managed to reduce the whole process by writing fu talismans in advance, preparing a stack of them at the beginning of the week rather than on the day. It saved so much time, especially not having to scrabble around in the dark attempting to write something legible.

Something prickled in the air. Like weevils in wheat flour, movements so small she almost thought them imagined. The granite steps that led up the steep incline of Pottinger Street had not been finished. At the harbour end they were completed, but somewhere up the slope they became a dirt path, piles of stone waiting to be laid. Kiamling held a blank fu between two fingers, setting it alight with a spark of qi and flicking it like a dart towards the ground. The burning talisman hurtled down the stone gutters until it found fuel: the remnants of joss papers, which sparked back into small fires. Kiamling thanked and apologised to the gods and ancestors by throwing a handful of hell notes into the air.

Out of the darkness lurched a pair of taloned hands. A vicious geongsi jumped towards her, arms outstretched. Kiamling swore, barely managing to keep out of reach. She swept its feet from under it. As the undead monster fell, she attached a fu talisman to its forehead, rendering it immobile. The yellow paper looked flimsy against the geongsi’s grey skin, but it held. Despite the simplicity of it, Kiamling remained uneasy. This one looked freshly turned. She moved it by the jaw, the cold of its skin penetrating even with the briefest touch. Fresh scratch marks about its neck and collarbone were raised in uneven red lines. There were many ways to make a geongsi: improper burial arrangements; a discontented spirit who did not want to cross over; even injury from another geongsi. Something had sucked the internal qi out of this one. Which meant there was more than one lurking.

She continued up the street, more cautious now. A rhythmic thumping sounded up ahead, like someone hammering on a door over and over. Kiamling raised another lit fu and threw it towards the source. The paper flared against the monster’s back before it burnt out. It illuminated the area for long enough to see the geongsi had become trapped between discarded crates and the steps. She smirked. If there was anywhere to face monsters unable to bend at the knee and elbow, the steps of Pottinger Street were not a bad option. Their restricted jumping was a disadvantage here.

At a glance, a geongsi might still be mistaken for a living person. But only at a glance. A bit like picking up a dried red date to discover it was actually a cockroach. Their skin took on an unnatural green hue, like moss and mould had absorbed in through the ground; their fingernails turned to curved black claws; but the biggest giveaway was the smell. The recent dead only wafted hints of decay, but the more decomposed corpses reeked.

The hairs on the back of Kiamling’s neck prickled a warning as she rummaged for more fu. It was the only reason she thought to duck. Another geongsi bit down on the air where she’d been. It managed to siphon some of her qi, gulped down greedily. Kiamling pulled back, her fingers throbbing despite the geongsi never actually touching her. Her vision blurred, dizziness akin to blood loss. She had read about it in her scrolls, had been drilled hundreds of times by Por Por, but first-hand it still landed differently. Foolish, simple errors. How had she let it get so close?

She held a hand over her mouth and nose as she half crawled from the geongsi’s reach. She could elude its detection for a few moments more by holding her breath. Carefully she untied a pouch at her waist and plunged her fingers into the glutinous rice grains within. The negative energy drained from her hand, drawn into the dry grain instead. The sensation returned to her thumb, calming her brain. It would take a few days to properly heal, but at least she could retain the use of her hand. She had not made these sort of mistakes since her first few exorcisms. Idiot. When had she got so sloppy? Think!

The geongsi was searching for her, outstretched arms wildly swinging left and right. It hit the crates, the other trapped geongsi, the buildings, without any awareness. It swung so hard that its little finger snapped upwards against the brick wall, bent at an inhuman angle. Kiamling grimaced. Reminded herself that it was not alive and she should most definitely not feel sorry for the pathetic thing. All it sought was the sweet taste of internal energy. She saw the same scratch marks from before. Her fu talisman was still attached to its forehead. Undamaged. It was the first one she had stopped, moments earlier!

That was when she noticed it. The missing stroke on the calligraphy of the fu talisman. A small but vital error rendering it useless. The geongsi from two days ago… she’d used the same batch, that was why it had not been properly exorcised. She swore aloud.

The geongsi swivelled, its sharp teeth bared in recognition of her delicious living breath. Kiamling scrambled on her hands and knees, clambering up the steps. In her sheer panic, her foot slipped and she caught her forehead on the granite. The hopping behind her got closer as she scrambled to the dirt section of the street. Now was not the time to panic, she instructed the racing buzz in her chest. She had exorcised dozens of geongsi. This was nothing. So her fu idea had not worked. She still had a coin sword. She reached for her belt, her hands touching nothing but fabric.

The weapon had come loose when she had fallen: her coin sword, talismans and other items scattered around the steps. In the way was the hopping geongsi, making a determined path up the slope. Of course it was. Bad luck followed her around like some people attracted mosquitoes. She shoved down her qi into the soles of her feet to make herself lighter than air. Then, pushing off her left foot, she bounced from the step to a pile of slab stones, to the top of the creature’s head and up onto the corner of a roof. She jumped down, landing behind the geongsi, where her equipment lay strewn. Her internal energy was drained, limbs now heavier than they had a right to be. The coin sword scraped like a plough on the ground, but with a shout of exasperation, she raised it with two hands and cleaved the geongsi’s head with an upward diagonal stroke. Her shoulders sagged as she dropped the sword to the ground. Plunged her hand back into the cooling bag of glutinous rice. What a night.

I’m in so much trouble…

But then she remembered: Por Por was missing. Jingling would hardly know to tell her off. There were many reasons, cover stories for why the geongsi had risen again. Someone had moved the fu talisman. A malevolent spirit had intervened. Who would know? Yet just as the idea unfurled, her stomach spasmed like she had gorged herself on rotten meat.

She would know.

The remaining trapped geongsi continued to bump its head against a wall, oblivious to all that had happened behind it. Kiamling threw a handful of glutinous rice at it, hearing its pained grunts as the grains sizzled on impact. It gave her none of the usual satisfaction.

“This is all your fault.” She threw more rice, venting now. “Why didn’t you just stay dead? So selfish. It’s all you, you, you, sucking qi without a care in the world.” The yiugwai moaned as if it understood.

“Some of us have responsibilities now! Little sisters to feed and house. I don’t have time to clean up your mess…” Kiamling waited, as if it would apologise for not acting according to her plan. There was no apology forthcoming, of course, but it felt good to take her annoyance out on something else. Until she realised the words had come to her so easily because she had heard them before. Por Por’s critical voice lecturing her after yet another adequate but somehow imperfect job. She had become her grandmother without even realising.

She stretched her neck upwards, the waning moon appearing from behind the dark clouds overhead. To no one in particular, she cursed, “Well, shit.”
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Like an augury, the next day was worse. Kiamling twisted the brass knob of the door, opening it an inch before it yanked away from her. Slammed shut in her face. “See?” Foreman Leung said. He had folded his muscular arms across his chest, a furrow deep between his brows. “Every single one!”

“Throughout the building?” Kiamling gestured to the bones of the new police station. Leung gor’s team had worked hard since the fire damage and were finally starting to fit internal doors. He had dragged her here at dawn, muttering about her incompetence. Kiamling didn’t know what her skills had to do with their shoddy workmanship but nonetheless had followed. Now that she saw it with her own eyes, she was inclined to agree this might not be about the hinges.

“And all the others too. What’s the damned use of a building that won’t let us in?”

Kiamling tried again. Putting her hand on the knob, she paused. Something thrummed under her palm, an excited vibration. Go on, try it, the tremors challenged her. This time she used two hands. Suddenly jerked the knob as fast and as hard as she could. The door opened all the way. Swinging effortlessly. So easily, in fact, that Kiamling stumbled backwards and let go. The door closed once more. Smugly. A self-satisfied creak emanated from the frame.

“You’ve been making offerings?”

Leung gor did not even deign to give her question a response. A small incense burner with three joss sticks was lit before the door god she had installed. If they were pissed, it was not for lack of offerings.

“Just deal with it,” he said. There were other words behind the ones he spoke aloud. Words that shouted volumes about her abilities, her immaturity, her arrogance; that said: your grandmother was much better at this.

Kiamling squatted by the door god, using her sleeve to wipe the wooden plaque and the step beneath it. “Guan Yu, ah seh, they have some excellent mau toi in. I’ll bring you a cup. Just open the door for them.” The red-faced god did not respond, but if anything the grain of the wood seemed to swell outwards, emphasising the ferocity the god of war was known for.

Door gods did not tend to be this bold. Guan Yu’s image was pasted on hundreds of doorways across Hong Kong alone. Well installed, they provided a modicum of protection. Like a thatched roof that resisted the rain, the drips eventually permeated inside. They did not have the power to stop a raging flood or fire. Nor were they usually so forceful in making their presence known. That was reserved for temples and shrines. For a god to take such note of a building site was something; Kiamling simply did not know what.

A commotion across the way drew her from her conundrum. The buzz of the various street vendors was one she was used to. Stallholders were setting up when Leung gor had marched her over. Fruit and veg sellers, various hawkers selling congee, mantau and steamed sweet potatoes to the morning labourers. But now those vendors were flapping. Waving fans overhead, slapping at something with rolled-up paper. Bowls of congee were spilt on the ground and a pyramid of pomelos had toppled over.

Kiamling crossed the street as the peculiar antics continued. The natter in her ears was no longer the pleasant drone of chit-chat. It was a buzz. Like hiking in the wilds of Victoria Peak. Different to the hum of bees or mosquitoes, this was higher-pitched, akin to songbirds calling to each other but quieter, much quieter. Something flicked onto her cheek. Something small and irritable that berated her before whizzing off.

Kiamling blinked, rubbing her eyes. She must have imagined it. The lack of sleep, the night of worry as she tried to remember how many of the defective fu talismans she had used…

“It came from your baskets!” yelled a fruit and veg vendor, stamping her foot down on the bugs that surrounded her stall. “An infestation of them. I swear if they eat holes in my greens, I’m charging you.”

“Your pak choi are already filled with caterpillars, who’re you kidding?” The old man steaming sweet potatoes was not willing to be bad-mouthed this loudly. Certainly not from a know-it-all fruit seller.

“Aiyah, caterpillars don’t have faces!”

“Better than looking at your face!” He thumbed his nose at her, a gesture rude enough for the other stallholder to move forward. Before they could come to blows, Leung gor stepped between them. Swatted the gnats buzzing around his forehead but said nothing. His solid presence was enough. The two backed off, grumbling under their breaths.

“Miss Au, fortuitous timing. You saw them, right?” the congee seller interjected. They all looked to Kiamling, round faces turning like sunflower heads. The yiugwai hunter was here, she would know what to do.

“I didn’t get a close look,” she started cautiously.

“They had faces!”

“They had clothes,” added the fruit seller.

The woman selling congee was recovering bowls from the ground, checking them for chips as she stacked them up in her arms. She shook her head. “You’ve had too much mau toi. What bugs wear clothes?”

The fruit seller shrugged. “Fancy imported ones from England. Who knows what insects are like over there!”

“Yes, the spiders have top hats, you pig-brained idiot!”

Kiamling had bought congee from this stall before. Had seen the vendors whiling away the time with gossip. They supported each other’s businesses. It was unusual to see hackles raised without good reason.

“I know what I saw.” The fruit seller was firm, mouth set in a grim line.

Kiamling nodded non-committally. They wanted more. Expected her to arbitrate, pulling at the loose threads as if to unravel her, knit her anew into something she did not know how to be.

“Speak to the harbourmaster,” she offered. “Perhaps the British have brought pests in their ships’ holds.” It was not the answer they wanted. The air of despondency remained.

A scream from the next street stopped them all. Kiamling’s mind immediately went to geongsi and she drew her coin sword as she ran. Patrons stumbled out of the tavern, tripping down the steps in their haste. She could get nothing coherent from any of them, not even the louban, who simply shook his head. “It was just a game of mahjong.”

The tavern was more prosperous than most, with mahjong rooms and guest quarters upstairs. Kiamling pressed her back against the wall and peeked inside, but the main area was empty. Toppled stools and drinks littered the floor, but she was able to make her way across the empty room. People crowded at the doors and open windows; no one dared to follow her in. She looked back in confusion. There was nothing here to warrant the commotion. The owner pointed up emphatically.

Something was falling from the exposed wooden beams overhead. Leaves. Brown and red autumnal leaves fluttered down. They were impossible not to tread on, mulching underfoot as though she walked across an open wound. The upper floor was unrecognisable. She recalled visiting previously. Three mahjong tables were spread over an open balcony, often occupied by regulars in an everlasting game. Now a jungle had sprung up. Vertical prop roots filled the space like thick fringing, wrapping fingers around the furniture and supporting pillars in a strangling embrace. Pushing their way between floorboards and through cracks in the wall. Kiamling could step around them for now, but as she moved closer, they formed a thicket around the middle mahjong table. Like the tracks of a river after a drought. The table and four stools had been consumed entirely. Only the skeleton of the banyan’s roots held its shape, like an after-image in a lightning storm. The green mahjong tiles were scattered on the floor. Kiamling looked down, picking out the images. White board. West. Four circles. Four bamboo.

Por Por used to say that the old uncles in Canton were nothing more than tree spirits. They made a nuisance of themselves playing mahjong, drinking mau toi and trying to persuade everyone to join in their dice games. Kiamling had assumed it was just a saying: wastrels who had nothing better to do. It had never occurred to her that the old men might actually be tree spirits. Her mind flickered to the bakery job and how she had taken an axe to the tough old roots.

By the time the sun was low in the sky, Kiamling had more problems than solutions. They piled up like steaming dung heaps around her. The locals berated her from all sides. She stopped hearing the words, just saw the red of their mouths yapping open and closed like squawking birds.

When Jingling appeared, she was thankful, assuming her sister had come for moral support, or with food at least. Jingling said nothing, tugging at her long braids until the bakery owner had finished his tirade.

“What is it?” Kiamling asked breathlessly, nearly tripping down the steps in her haste to get away.

“The warehouse job, the owner insists on speaking to you in person,” Jingling said.

Kiamling groaned. The soles of her feet pulsed, swollen with the heat and from standing all day. She had not even had the time to do her morning exercises, and the stiffness running through her body was apparent. She would have to mind her tongue, grovel to some rich merchant for a job gone wrong. Some smug-faced fool who probably wanted a refund. Well, she’d had enough of apologising for one day. So she had got a few things mixed up. She was still learning, wasn’t she? It wasn’t as if they could do any better. Some of the issues they laid at her feet had nothing to do with her. Bugs with faces were certainly not due to errors with her methods!

She mentally slapped layer upon layer of defence about her person. Patching up the gaps with lotus leaves and string. She would not let this merchant see how she quivered inside. How she longed to throw her coin sword to the ground and work on the rice fields instead. She would give him nothing.

Except she did not expect the man who sat on the top step, lounging with one hand leaning against his head. He was dressed in a silver-grey robe, loose to his ankles, the red button knots partially undone. None of this was surprising.

What was surprising was the familiar face above the collar. The boyish softness was but an afterthought beneath a countenance that was scarred and toughened, but one she recognised all the same. Tsui Chihoi. The childhood friend whom she had not seen since they left Canton.







Chapter Fifteen


[image: A hexagonal symbol featuring a yin-yang design at the center, surrounded by eight trigrams.]

“Close your mouth, you might swallow a fly,” Hoi said. Deftly he swung the teapot by his feet, filling a small cup and bringing it to his lips by the time Kiamling had rearranged her shocked expression.

Hoi, the boy who’d caught frogs in the rice fields, had grown up. The wide cheeks and full nose were the same, but the scar intersecting his right eyebrow was new, as was the gold stud glittering from one ear lobe. His queue was technically regulation, but something about his hair remained unruly, a knotted rope more than a braid. He looked… good. If he had been a stranger, she would have stared long and hard; then immediately and vehemently denied it. But it was Hoi; even pondering on his looks felt wrong somehow.

“Hoi gor, I, um. Long time no see.” The words stuck in her throat. Hoi. The foolish boy who had got on a boat halfway across the world after she’d rejected him. The hurt on his face when he swore he would prove her wrong. She thought about it now and again with deep chagrin. In this case, her sister was right. Just because she had not returned his feelings did not mean she had to be so cruel. For her, his proposal had been nothing more than horseplay. Joking around as they always did. It had never occurred to her that he had been serious until he had already gone.

“Long time indeed. You haven’t changed.” He gave a sideways smile from the top of his cup. Kiamling had not brushed her hair, nor even splashed water on her face. She could feel the grit in her neck and the sleep caked at the corners of her eyes. Her loose top and trousers were caked in dust and mud, unlike his brocade and silk. She straightened her shoulders, grinding the mortification underfoot. She had never cared about any of that before; why was it bothering her now?

“America treated you well?” They’d thought he would come back straight away. After a few weeks, months at most. She’d never really expected him to succeed, not when she had heard from others how difficult the gold mines truly were.

Hoi gestured at the large warehouse behind him. She had already seen the crates of porcelain and fine goods. It had treated him well indeed. Colour rose to her cheeks. Was this what it was all about? Was he about to propose once more, having made his fortune overseas? The very notion panicked her.

“Reasonably, until I had a snake problem.”

“Oh yes, that was easy enough.” Kiamling could hear herself prattling on despite her best intentions, filling the weird tension between them with banal words. Jingling stood just behind her, soaking up the whole scene. No doubt her sister would dissect the interaction at home tonight.

Hoi stood up. Another reminder that the boy she knew was long gone. He was much taller now, shooting up like a tree reaching up for the sky – all length and broad shoulders. “Easy?” he echoed as he pushed open the warehouse doors.

Kiamling hid her shaking hands behind her back as she mounted the steps. The carnage was far worse than the other week. None of the crates had been left untouched, the cracked porcelain strewn like bones over a matting of straw. Holes had been chewed through the containers, gnawing holes of rodents or…

She crouched and picked up two pieces of broken white porcelain. One was thick, with the gloss of a bowl. The other thinner. Matt and brittle in her hands. Eggshell. She had assumed the white snake spirit had not yet laid eggs. Barely glanced at the debris on the floor. It had not occurred to her that they had already hatched. The white snake had been protecting her brood. This was not some declaration of love: Hoi had called her out for compensation.

“Ah.”

“Ah?” He folded his arms across his chest. “That’s all you have to say for yourself?”

“I messed up. I’ll sort it. Full refund.”

“Full refund?” Hoi scoffed, gesturing at the ruin around them. “That’s barely going to touch the sides. How about the cost of all these goods?”

Because it was him, her familiar friend chastising her rather than stallholders, Kiamling’s temper flared. She had been holding it in all day, a kettle desperate to let off steam. “You mo la la show up and scold me? I’m doing my best! You think this is easy? All night chasing geongsi, all day shutting my mouth when idiots want me to bless them with an easy out. You think I have a blessing for wealth? I’d have used it myself long ago.”

She jabbed a finger towards his nose, accusatory. Chihoi did not flinch. “Showing up without warning! Giving me a job without telling me it’s you. I would’ve been more thorough for a friend. Blame anyone for this, you blame yourself.”

The words didn’t really make sense, pouring out of her like a sack of rice that had split its seams. Once she started, she couldn’t stop, even as Hoi’s frown dissolved into a bemused smile. Even as he gave Jingling a sideways glance that said her sister had conspired with him. Her mouth ran on until she had wrung every last drop from the deep well of annoyance. It was empty, and despite the tirade, she felt a lot lighter.

After a long silence, Hoi nodded. “So, still friends?”

Kiamling glared at him as she rolled up her sleeves. She could already see one of the white snakelets out of the corner of her eye, its diamond head wiggling from the slats of a broken pallet. “Pah, that’s all you heard? You going to just stand there, or make yourselves useful?”
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Jingling had to run off before they had finished rounding up the snakelets. Kiamling had protested at first; the task had been much easier with the extra pair of hands. But then her sister wiggled her nose and darted her eyes between Kiamling and Hoi, miming some awful opera gestures until Kiamling threw a paper dart at her head. Jingling ducked easily, laughter ringing merrily as she skipped out the door.

Jingling and the focus needed to find the snake spirits’ clutch had been distraction enough that it felt like the old days. Now she felt the repercussions of her hasty decision-making weighing on her shoulders. She had not meant to separate the white snake from her young. She was aiming for efficiency not heartlessness, but it was difficult to apologise when she had already banished the mother from the island. She would have to send a message to the other yiugwai hunters; easier said than done when they all shunned the Au family as some weird aberration of an aberration. Female yiugwai hunters – imagine anything more unnatural!

An uneasy tension had sprung up between Kiamling and Hoi, like a tangled string.

“Where does Jing-Jing work?” Hoi asked. His words were amicable and yet Kiamling could only hear accusation in them. Defensive after the long day, she opened her mouth, then closed it again. She had been so wrapped up in the yiugwai business that she did not actually know the answer. Her sister had cleared tables for a while and helped at the apothecary, drifting between jobs like a leaf floating on a lake. She was their little mother hen, cooking and cleaning while Kiamling and Por Por had got their hands dirty.

“Oh, you know, here and there.” Kiamling sought to change the subject instead. “How long have you been back?”

Hoi rubbed the back of his neck, not meeting her eye. “Some time.”

“Tsui Chihoi!” She threw a stern note, worthy of Por Por, into her voice. It was effective.

“I’ve owned this warehouse for a nearly a year, but I come and go. Don’t usually spend more than a few days in port.” He tapped his nose. “Don’t let them know I’m just some street kid from Canton.”

His words pulled them both back to childhood. To the awkwardness of their last encounter and how nasty each of Kiamling’s pointed words had been. Sharper than geongsi claws. She had always meant to apologise to him. To the snivelling boy he had been, tears wiped on his grubby sleeve when she had torn his heart into tiny pieces. But she’d had no forwarding address. Even if she had, Hoi could not read any letter she sent. That was her excuse for locking the whole bitter episode away and refusing to dwell on it.

Here was her chance. He did not look like he was about to burst into tears and beg her to run away with him. Looked unlikely to cry over anything. She’d glimpsed scars on his arms. One where a manacle had once been clamped on his wrist. The black ink of a tattoo peeked out at the nape of his neck. The cynicism of his snarled lip was new also. He looked the sort who would take her apology and use it as tinder.

“Hoi gor, I—” Kiamling’s words clashed with Hoi’s and she let them peter out as he spoke.

“I need to say it. To get it off my chest once and for all. When I was over there, digging for gold, sharing a room with fifty other men, I rehearsed it in my mind. Over and over. It was the one thing that kept me going. Returning to you and finally saying it to your face.” He looked up at her, straightened his shoulders and spoke with deep deliberation. “Au Kiamling,” his dark eyes locked on hers until she forgot to breathe, “you are the most selfish person I’ve ever met. I pity you. You push everyone away. Family. Friends. You are going to end up alone.”

The words were a slap to her face. Sharp and sudden. Kiamling laughed in disbelief. Laughed to deflect the razor edges of his sudden statement. “And there I was thinking we were friends again.”

“We are friends. That’s why I’m telling you this. Despite everything, I worry about you.”

“Who needs enemies with friendship as warm as that!” Kiamling spat. She turned away so he would not see how much his comment had shaken her.

Hoi moved closer until she could feel him over her shoulder. “Don’t be like this. You aren’t listening! You’ve always been stubborn to a fault.”

“Really, please don’t mince your words on my behalf!”

He made a noise, a frustrated grunt. “It’s just—”

The warehouse door was thrown open before he could finish. Kiamling squinted, recognising the innkeeper. He couldn’t speak, his face wan and horror etched in the whites of his eyes. She picked up her coin sword and strapped it to her back.

Work called.







Chapter Sixteen
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When she finally slunk home, Kiamling was surprised to see flickering light through the shutters in the window. A rarity for Jingling to have stayed up. Her heart was buoyed. Perhaps her sister would have a sympathetic word to say after such a mess of a day, or even better, a pot of restorative soup.

Jingling did not greet her with the face of someone who was in the mood to make delicious soup. She had combed out her braids as if for sleep, but the sleeping mat was untouched. Instead she had the hair stick Kiamling had bought for her in one hand, tapping it against the tabletop as if unable to keep still.

“Have you eaten?” Kiamling said in lieu of a greeting.

“What happened the night of the fire?” Jingling had decided to dispense with the preamble then.

“The fire? Why are you bringing that up? I told you, I lost Por Por on the hillside…”

“And I’ve pretended to believe that story for weeks now. Longer. Waiting for you to confess the truth to me.”

“It is the truth.” Even Kiamling heard the hitch in her voice, the lie making her squeak.

“You idiotic lump of rice, I’ve known you since you were two. You are as likely to be telling the truth as I am to visit Mount Kunlun tomorrow. Just tell me! I can handle it. I’m not this delicate flower you make me out to be.” Jingling’s brows knitted together.

Here was Kiamling’s chance to come clean. Out with it and spew the unease that had sat ill inside her for a while now.

“You’re right,” she admitted. “I didn’t lose track of the shadow beast. I saw it leap through a doorway, like nothing I had ever seen before. It took Por Por with it.”

“A doorway? You mean into the underworld?” Her sister was not as shocked as Kiamling had expected. Her question was an astute one. Where did the shadow beast disappear to that night? Did it come and go as it pleased, or did someone control it? Was there more than one doorway?

“I don’t know, I’ve never seen anything like it. I tried looking for mentions in the scrolls, but there’s nothing.” Relief suffused her body. Despite the wreck of a day, being honest lifted a weight from her that she’d had no idea she was carrying. It felt like her meridian points had all been unblocked at once, everything flowing as it should do. Her sister’s encouraging face was enough for her to continue. They had been on the same side since Jingling was born. If anyone would understand – forgive her moment of cowardice for not chasing them through the rift – it was her little sister. She needed to say it now before she lost the nerve. “Jing-Jing, I didn’t—”

“Ah Kiam, you mustn’t blame yourself,” Jingling interrupted, taking both her hands. “You weren’t to know the doorway would close before you could reach it. It’s not your fault. Don’t put the blame on your own shoulders.”

The words, spoken in consolation, hammered nails around the lid of Kiamling’s confession. She was the elder after all, duty-bound to be responsible and make the decisions. Of course her sister could never imagine her moment of weakness. Even Kiamling herself couldn’t. Her jaw ached from how tightly she clenched her teeth, the false smile on her features as Jingling continued.

“The most important thing is figuring out how to open it again. Por Por is still in there. She’s alive!”

Jingling’s eyes were wet but filled with hope. She had thought their grandmother was dead. That was the secret she’d thought her sister had kept from her. Instead, Kiamling’s secret was an entirely craven one. The rift had not slammed closed immediately; it had remained open, taunting her to follow.

Tears filled Kiamling’s eyes too. In that moment of panic – of resentment also, truth be told – alone and out of qi, she had done nothing. The yiugwai hunter who said she was ready to step up had failed at the final hurdle.

Jingling misread her emotions and wrapped her in a fierce hug.

“It’s okay, we’ll find her. Together.”

It was too late to correct her. She had simply sanded down the rough edges of the lie into a smaller, denser parcel. The weight of it settled once more on Kiamling’s shoulders.

“We need to speak to other yiugwai hunters.” Jingling spoke carefully, knowing Kiamling would be resistant.

Kiamling had an immediate physical response to the suggestion, stiffening against her sister’s embrace. “No. We promised Por Por we would never go to Canton.”

“That was then,” Jingling insisted. “Things have changed. Por Por is missing. This is bigger than the two of us. We need help.”

Jingling was right. They did not know why Por Por was so afraid of returning to Canton, but perhaps it was about time they found out. There would be answers in the city, to more than one question.
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With half of Hong Kong out for Kiamling’s blood, their money back or both, the trip to Canton was suddenly a welcome reprieve. It took half a day to gather supplies and secure a captain who would sail them across the harbour to the mainland of China. The journey itself would take three days on foot. It was significantly faster by steamboat up the Pearl River Delta, but after all the recent mishaps with yiugwai hunting, money was tight.

Since Por Por had forbidden them from returning to Canton, Kiamling reasoned that quietly entering on foot was smarter than announcing their presence as passengers on a ship. What she had not expected was for Hoi to knock as they were about to leave.

“What do you want?” she said, almost closing the door in his face.

“I have business in Canton. Besides, Jing-Jing invited me,” he said.

Kiamling glared at her sister, who smoothly managed to avoid eye contact entirely as she handed Hoi her cloth satchel of supplies with a syrup-sweet smile. He obligingly placed it in the woven basket strapped to his back. Jingling had charmed a pack mule for the journey.

“Fine. Make yourself useful.” Kiamling threw her own heavy satchel at him, but Hoi sidestepped it and the bag thudded on the dirt floor.

He looked at it curiously. “Huh, I’ve never met an uncouth bag before. It’s a shame, because if someone had asked…”

Kiamling resolutely picked the bag back up, not stopping to check if the other two were watching. She was not about to bat her eyelids and play damsel, no matter how much he teased.

The fisherman who ferried them across to the mainland said very little, leaving them plenty of time to admire the view. The burgeoning town of Kowloon faced Hong Kong island from the peninsula, its growth related to its proximity to the colony.

Kiamling swivelled to take a look back at Hong Kong. The British had already started calling it Victoria Harbour. Honestly, they wanted to name everywhere for that queen of theirs: Victoria City, Victoria Peak and now the harbour too. It was a surprise more people did not get lost. The European buildings extended up the lower slopes of the hillside, the proud white walls in contrast to the thick green carpet of the mountainous heart. The harbour was dense with clippers and junk ships alike, loading and unloading crates. From this distance individual people were like ants, scuttling along to their tasks.

After they had been dropped off in Kowloon, they walked north, following the delta. It was a rural area, taking them past a few Boat Dweller communities as well as farmers in the fields, and was eerily serene in comparison to the backdrop of construction in Hong Kong. Jingling sang to pass the time, rhymes from their shared childhood as she skipped along the dirt path. Then, when she had exhausted them, songs in English. Her words were garbled from where she had filled in the gaps in understanding with nonsense of her own creation, but even if it made no sense, it was beautiful. Like listening to a dawn chorus. She blasted the songs at the top of her voice, sending white cranes flapping from the shallows.

Every person they passed was travelling in the opposite direction. Couples with handcarts or families on water-buffalo-drawn wagons, heading to Hong Kong with all their possessions. Jingling greeted each group like long-lost friends, enthusing about how far they had come, recommending taverns and food stalls on the island.

Kiamling was used to people’s eyes sliding off her as soon as they noticed the trappings of her trade. Fumbling for good-luck charms and muttering wards against the misfortune that might rub off on them. The coin sword was the biggest giveaway. Unlike the knife a fisherman used to descale and gut his catch, or the hooked blade used by farmers at harvest, it was shaped like a kiam, the straight sword used by warriors, and made of sacred coins tied together with string around a wooden core. Effective against yiugwai, but otherwise nothing more than a bludgeoning stick. She pretended not to notice the wary looks she received, eyes straight ahead as she walked more briskly, her hand instinctively moving towards the pouch full of fu. A ridiculous response, but it made her feel better all the same.

Eventually, even Jingling noticed people’s reactions to her friendly overtures. “Ah Kiam, I wonder if we should change our approach,” she said on the second evening, as they camped outside. She threaded her arm through Kiamling’s. “The trappings of yiugwai hunting… they are making people scared.”

“So?” Kiamling snapped. “They have always been afraid of us.”

“I know, but it made me think – what if Por Por had enemies in Canton? Perhaps we should go in with a bit of caution. In disguise.”

In the flickering light of their campfire, Kiamling allowed herself a scowl. Jingling’s idea was not without merit; it was simply that she did not like subterfuge.

“It’s a good idea,” Hoi gor said.

“No one asked for your opinion.”

“Actually Jingling did, earlier.” Embers flickered upwards as he fed more wood to the fire. The water in the green wood hissed.

“We say we are three siblings travelling north to visit family. All you would need to do is conceal your coin sword and your belt.” Jingling’s voice was cajoling, knowing perhaps that she had all but won her sister over. She rested her head on Kiamling’s shoulder. “It’s not that far from the truth.”

She was right, although Kiamling would not admit it until the next day. She had to have a moment to let the distaste sit, dilute and be palatable to her.

In the morning, they caught up with a large group of female travellers with heavy baskets of wares. By lunchtime, Jingling had persuaded them to part with some loose-fitting robes and extra material that could be used to wrap and bundle Kiamling’s yiugwai-hunting tools.

“They were members of the Golden Orchid Society!” she said, eyes shining as they provided a screen for each other to change. “Do you remember?”

“The ones who refuse to marry?” Kiamling said. As kids, she and Jingling had vowed that one day they would join the Golden Orchid Society. Live independently and devote themselves to a sisterhood outside of the social norm.

“Sometimes they marry each other.” The notion clearly tickled her little sister, her cheeks reddening. She cast a longing look at the women, some walking arm in arm. Kiamling respected the silk weavers. It was one of the few professions where women could earn an independent income, rather than being bought and sold for a bride price.

Jingling’s new dress fell to her ankles, with two modest splits at the bottom to reveal the loose skirt she wore beneath. Thank Chung Kwai she had procured a top and trousers for Kiamling. It was all far too loose, the wide sleeves utterly impractical, and yet also not quite loose enough to leave her belt fastened to her waist without making it conspicuous. Everything that marked her out as a yiugwai hunter was wrapped and bundled into her bag. Without it, she felt naked, the reassuring weight on her hips gone suddenly.

Jingling was in a buoyant mood after meeting the weavers, spinning around to show off her dress.

“We are going to Canton to consult on Por Por’s disappearance. This isn’t a holiday,” Kiamling commented as they continued to walk.

“What is the harm? Does it help Por Por if we ignore every traveller and keep only to sombre topics?”

“No, but we have a reputation to maintain. Responsibilities.”

“Our reputation is fine.” Jingling turned to Hoi to back her up. “Tell me, Hoi gor, what is your impression of our family?”

“Fucking terrifying,” he said without missing a beat. He readjusted the bundle on his back. “The strongest women I know.”

“See?” Jingling said triumphantly.

“Women. Not the strongest people, just women.” Kiamling was adamant, homing in on Hoi’s choice of words.

Hoi paused. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

“You did. Subconsciously. Everyone thinks it. Women yiugwai hunters! They must be weaker, more emotional than men. That is why we can’t be frivolous. We must be better, stronger, more mature, more innovative.”

Hoi did not respond, continuing the steady pace. He knew better than to be drawn further into the sisters’ discussion, had found himself in that position often enough in the past.

“Is that what this is about? You trying to exorcise every last yiugwai in Hong Kong to show how responsible you are?” Jingling persisted in her line of questioning.

“When we find Por Por, she will be impressed by the changes I made. She’ll know I’m ready to take on her duties.”

They walked for a while longer, Jingling falling silent. Then suddenly she exclaimed, “But Ah Kiam, we aren’t the Au line of yiugwai hunters right now. We are just three siblings journeying north. We can do whatever we want. We can have fun!”

She was right. They no longer drew curious or terrified looks. Some of the other travellers glanced at their outfits, but Kiamling saw only the abacus calculations of whether they looked like bandits or victims on this quiet road. The anonymity was what she had thought she wanted, but now that she had it, she was less certain.

As the midday heat thickened, they stopped under the shade of a tree. Hoi took the basket off his back, rubbing his shoulders and stretching out his arms as he lay down on the prickly grass. Jingling put down the rushes she had gathered earlier from the shallows and started to weave a conical hat from them. Kiamling cut slices of pear and offered them from the blade of her knife. At some point during the journey, despite the difference of opinions, the awkward silence had turned companionable. The familiarity between the three of them was nostalgic and, in many ways, easy.

Jingling tucked in the ends of the rushes and plopped the finished hat over Hoi’s napping face, then continued the conversation as if they had never stopped for a break. She had clearly been thinking about it the whole time, and her voice was firm. Certain. “I don’t want to be like Por Por. Nor Ah Ma or Ah Ba. They might have been good hunters, but they weren’t happy.”

Kiamling patted her sister’s arm. “I’ll make sure you’re happy.”

Jingling pushed her hand away, sticking out her tongue. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Isn’t it?”

“Jingling wants you to be happy also,” Hoi’s voice mumbled from beneath his hat before he gave a small snore.

“I am happy!” Kiamling protested. She kept telling herself she was happier without Por Por’s critiques ruining every victory. Truth be told, she did not know how to feel. Without Por Por, she had lost her sparring partner. It made her more uncertain of how hard to hit; if she should be doing more or less; if this was actually what she wanted after all.

She would not allow herself to dwell on it. Self-doubt was for the weak-natured. She would focus on other things. Her responsibility to provide for Jingling, to keep Hong Kong safe, to find Por Por and bring her back. Then her grandmother would finally say, Well done. I’m proud of you. Not that she needed the validation.

No.

But still… it would be nice.







Chapter Seventeen
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About a day out from Canton, there was a shift in the atmosphere. The people moving south did not have all their belongings carefully packed, but walked with only the clothes on their backs and one eye trained behind them. Jingling’s charming greetings were met with hostile stares, and it was only Hoi’s tactful questions that finally gave them a response. Red Turban revolutionaries had razed their homes.

Poverty and corruption had bred this. When Kiamling had fled Canton with her family, the Taiping rebels had already taken the city of Nanjing. Disgruntled people – labourers, farmers – sick of the corruption of bureaucrats who condemned opium with one hand while using it to line their pockets with the other. Year after year of unemployment, bad harvests and foreign intervention seemingly offered only one of two drastic solutions. Leaving: for Hong Kong, other parts of Asia or even the Americas. Or revolution. The Taiping Rebellion offered a tempting option, led by a god-like saviour. The Red Turban uprising was more recent, led by organised criminals.

The trio moved quickly after that, keeping to the main routes, Hoi muttering to himself that he should have brought a weapon, as if their safety was dependent on his presence only. As much as the notion rankled, Kiamling was grateful they were travelling together.

By the time they reached Canton, Jingling’s songs were more subdued, even if her humming had not entirely stopped. Kiamling’s feet were swollen from the walking, her back ached from sleeping on uneven ground and the mosquitoes feasted on her skin. Only Hoi seemed unbothered by all of it, as fresh as he had been the first day, even though he had been up half the night on watch.

Canton was a city transformed from her memory of five years before. A sprawling metropolis that made Hong Kong look like a tiny village in comparison. The river was swollen with tea clippers around Whampoa Anchorage. The European vessels were huge, with billowing cloud-like sails. Their hulls were long but narrow, as if sharpened at the whetstone. She had heard they could sail all the way to Britain in a hundred or so days, their holds bursting with tea. Strangely, they often also had a carved woman on the bow, usually bereft of her clothes. Another peculiar custom to ask Archie about.

Smaller local Chinese vessels carried the cargo further into the city, where flags flapped from tall poles in the Thirteen Factories neighbourhood: British, American, Spanish, Dutch and many more she did not recognise. The junk ships and lorchas were much smaller, with squared-off bows and sterns rendering them more boxy in comparison. Many of them had been pirate vessels at one time or another – could still be now; it was near impossible to differentiate.

“Do you still know your way around?” Hoi asked after they’d acquired rooms at one of the cheaper boarding houses.

Kiamling ignored her nerves and shot back, “Of course I do.”

He hesitated a moment, sensing the bluff behind her bravado. “I’m meeting someone inside the Old City. I’ll be back before sundown.”

With that, he left, clearly late for his appointment, heading north towards the whitewashed city walls. Beyond, Kiamling could see the towering Flower Pagoda and the minaret of the mosque. Familiar landmarks in an otherwise unrecognisable city. Even when they had lived here, she’d only known the New City outside the walls. Inside was the realm of government officials and scholars, not monster hunters on the margins of society.

“Come on,” she said as Hoi’s departing figure was swallowed up in the crowded streets. “Let’s find the other yiugwai hunters.”

The Au family had not been the only hunters in a city as big as Canton. There had been an unspoken agreement about territory, and their parents had kept to those boundaries for the most part. Nonetheless, the others had a good many opinions about the family, scoffing at Por Por’s pride in tracing a matrilineage back to Chung Kwai’s sister. The god of demon hunting was renowned, but who was his sister anyhow? A footnote in a man’s story.

The yiugwai hunter Kiamling recalled most clearly was the Taoist priest at the nearby temple. A large, jovial man in yellow robes, he had on occasion called on their parents’ help for more difficult exorcisms.

At the temple today, the attendants shook their heads. He had gone, transferred to Macau. The twins in the south-west were on a job in the provinces. Old Man Lo had retired. Exhausted after traipsing across the city for hours, Kiamling finally banged on the door of the always inhospitable one-eyed Tse. He slid the door open a mere crack, his rheumy eye looking first at Kiamling, then her sister. Without another word, he slammed it shut again.

“Well, that’s that,” Kiamling said. She should not feel relieved that the others had refused to help, but secretly she was. So much time had passed since the night of the fires that she had almost convinced herself she had imagined the doorway. This way, she would not have to poke holes in the lie.

“It’s as if they’re deliberately avoiding us,” Jingling said.

“They never liked our family.”

“No, but they should have opened the door. Gloated as we asked for help before naming an exorbitant price.” Jingling was right. The complete refusal even to hear them out said something else was at play here.

“I’m too tired to make sense of it. Come on, let’s find some food.” But before they could, someone yanked both sisters into the alley.

Kiamling pushed back defensively, kicking until she heard a man curse in pain and the hands gripping her loosened. Most of her equipment was uselessly wrapped in the bottom of her bag, but her batgua mirror was tucked under her robes, hanging from a string around her neck. She pulled it out, angling the reflective surface towards the attacker. He shielded his eyes against the light, but disappointingly did not sizzle and dissolve.

“Well met, Au Kiamling.” He wore a black silk formal robe with blue cuffs. On his head, a rattan hat fringed in red silk with a single long feather sweeping behind. Embroidered on a square on his chest was an image of a pheasant gazing upon a red sun.

“What is an imperial official doing loitering in dark alleys, grabbing young women?” Kiamling demanded, raising an eyebrow.

“Preventing the two of you from making such a ruckus is what. Honestly, knocking on the door of every yiugwai hunter in the city? Did your grandmother never tell you to keep away from Canton?”

“She did,” Kiamling said, refusing to let the stranger think he had the advantage on them. Could the danger be from the imperial court itself? They were damned if it was; the emperor’s reach was long.

“Sir,” Jingling said with a deep bow, “our grandmother is missing. Taken by an unknown yiugwai in Hong Kong. We are here to seek assistance.” Her eyes were round and large, as if awestruck by such a man. Kiamling knew it to be an act, smoothing over the bumps that she herself would prefer to punch through. She held her tongue, letting Jingling’s affability win him over.

The imperial officer mulled this piece of information. “So the rumours are true. The Grandmistress Ghost-Queller is missing. That is why our fireflies have gone silent.”

Kiamling had never heard her por por referred to in this way. It certainly sounded pompous enough to be an official title from Peking.

“Fireflies?” Jingling pressed.

“Your grandmother worked for our imperial interests in Hong Kong. Our eyes and ears on the island.”

“Por Por would never do that!” Kiamling said vehemently.

“You think you know everything, little mosquito, but the situation is more complex than you realise.”

The opium louban had said Por Por was a regular. Was this why? Working as a spy for the emperor? A firefly. Por Por had always said she would be beholden to no one, that maintaining the balance was her only purpose. What else had she hidden from them? Kiamling tried to unravel all the threads, but they only knotted further. It hurt her brain to think on these things. Politicians moving them around like chess pieces rather than people. It would be so much easier if she could just lop monsters’ heads off rather than deal with slippery bureaucrats and their hidden agendas.

The man smoothed his moustache with a finger and thumb, eyes flickering between the two sisters. He grimaced before he could stop himself at Kiamling’s glower. She was pleased with herself for that one. Instead he settled on Jingling’s more genial countenance. “The British are not content with what they already have; they are like cockroaches congregating in the dark where we do not think to look. Take the Grandmistress’s place. Report back to us and you will be rewarded.”

The notion left an unpleasant taste in Kiamling’s mouth, but she was pragmatic. She owed nothing to the British. “And you will help us? Send yiugwai hunters to Hong Kong to find Por Por?”

“We cannot risk an incursion in Hong Kong. It would strain our diplomatic relations…”

“If you won’t help us, why would I risk my neck for you?” Kiamling said.

“Because you are Chinese, and you have a duty to the emperor.”

Kiamling snorted. Where was the emperor when the south was being razed by the Taiping rebels; when people starved to death in famine after famine? He stayed in Peking, safe in his palace, behind his walls. The British had taken advantage of the chaos to the south, but they had not been the only cause of it.

Before she could open her mouth and retort with an insult that would get them both beheaded, Jingling pressed her palm against the small of her back. Kiamling held her tongue.

Jingling nodded, a soft motion like petals falling from the branches of a cherry tree. “Our duty is to the people. To maintaining the balance between the living and the dead. We shall consider your generous offer carefully.”

The officer raised an eyebrow, not believing her, and yet what could he do? Short of arresting them both, which would defeat his purpose entirely. “If you change your mind, leave a message at the Cantonese Opera House on En Ning Road. They will know how to reach me.”







Chapter Eighteen
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The sisters stood in the alley for a long few moments after the imperial officer finally left. At some point Jingling had taken her sister’s hand, and Kiamling had pulled it close to her body.

“What other secrets was Por Por keeping?” Kiamling finally half whispered. She wanted to rage about the lies; the woman had told them time and time again about the importance of integrity, and yet she had kept so many things from her own granddaughters.

“She must have had her reasons,” Jingling said. “We all have our secrets.”

The words were barbed, digging into Kiamling’s soft flesh to make their point. Did her sister know? Was she about to point a finger and declare Kiamling a coward for not jumping through the rift? But Jingling fell silent, lost in her own thoughts.

“What in Chung Kwai’s name happened here five years ago?” she said eventually. “It certainly wasn’t just the story Por Por told us.”

“I know who we can ask,” Kiamling said, the idea coming to her suddenly. “But first we’ll need a drink.”
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They returned to the boarding house, but Kiamling was too restless to stay in for the rest of the night. Hoi gor took one look at her and marched them back out to the night market. It was the right call. The assault on her senses left little space to think about other matters. Busy street stalls were lit with red paper lanterns, while the smell of skewers sizzling over hot coals and pungent durians blended in a perfume she had long forgotten from childhood. The clatter of huge woks distracted her, noodles tossed high into the air. The stallholders called out their goods in loud sing-song voices.

She and Hoi had spent many a night here, begging for scraps, sometimes even pilfering from stalls. She wondered if their thefts had really been as deft as they imagined, or if the stallholders had simply pretended not to see. There were some ragged street kids doing exactly that, their mouths salivating as they eyed the food stalls. Jingling noticed too, buying them fried dough sticks.

Life was simpler back then. At least from her point of view it was. During the day, she would train with her martial instructors. Even those who had been hard on her, pushing her until her whole body ached and punishing her for her sharp tongue, did not make it personal. It was a game, that was all, and she quickly understood the rules. It had been fun. But when they moved to Hong Kong, it became so much more. Her parents had died, and with them any slack she had on the rope that tied her to the family legacy. Suddenly everything had to be perfect first time. You cannot afford mistakes. She always thought Por Por was one of those people who would never be satisfied, but perhaps there was another reason behind it.

Hoi gor pushed his way back through the busy crowd with a bowl filled with cheung fun. He stabbed one with a bamboo skewer and offered it to Jingling. Sauce dripped down her chin as she gulped it down.

“Can’t take you anywhere,” Kiamling laughed. She took the skewer from Hoi gor, refusing to eat from his hands like some sort of pet. The rolled rice noodle sheet was piping hot, but smooth and soft at the same time, the rich sauce, tangy spring onions and crunchy dried shrimps a perfect complement.

“Tofu pudding!” Jingling said, and disappeared into the crowd towards the stall she had spotted.

“Be careful!” Kiamling yelled after her, despite herself.

“She isn’t a kid any more.” Hoi stabbed another piece of cheung fun and tossed it into his mouth.

“I know that,” Kiamling muttered.

“Do you?” He had a most aggravating way of saying very little but somehow getting under her skin all the same. So what if she hovered around her sister and wanted to protect her? Surely that was a good thing?

“She is stronger than you give her credit for, that’s all I’m saying.”

“And what would you know? You’ve been back all of a week and suddenly you know more about my sister than I do?” Kiamling’s temper flared, despite the earlier nostalgia she had felt towards him.

“No. Most definitely not. But time and distance is helpful.”

“If it’s so helpful, then please, take some more. Go further this time.”

Hoi went to return the bowl without a retort. Kiamling screwed her hands into fists. She was doing it again. Snapping out at him and saying things she did not truly mean.
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The next morning, Hoi went off on errands of his own once again. Jingling had noticed the frosty air between the two of them but said nothing. The sisters gave some coins to the beggars around the boarding house, then procured a large jar of mau toi and waited.

It took less than an hour for the familiar figure to find them. Uneven footsteps pattered forward. Bare feet and filthy patchwork robes, a ragged grey beard concealing his features. So Chan, otherwise known as Beggar So.

“So sifu.” Kiamling bowed respectfully with a fist-palm salute.

Jingling, on the other hand, squealed, “So suk suk!” and ran forward to embrace him, nearly knocking him over. The old man was short in stature and notoriously unsteady on his feet at the best of times.

“Aiyah, call me So gor. Suk suk makes me sound old.” Beggar So nevertheless grinned as he rubbed the back of his head. Despite appearances, he was one of the Ten Tigers of Canton, a celebrated martial artist and one of Kiamling’s former instructors.

“You are old.” Kiamling gestured at his beard and staff.

“Respect your elders! You might have grown up, but you’re still insolent.” His eyes glinted in the dim light, challenging her. Beggar So’s instruction had always been the least conventional. Kiamling had never truly mastered the drunken style, but his words had a way of bouncing around in her head for years after they had been spoken.

“And you are still drunk.”

“Ah, not yet.” He smacked his lips as if the very mention made him thirsty. Kiamling dutifully handed over the jar of mau toi

“We were trying to contact other yiugwai hunters,” Jingling interjected, sensing that the good-natured insults would derail the conversation.

“I know. You might as well walk around banging a gong. Didn’t your por por tell you?”

“No. That’s the problem, she’s missing.”

Beggar So’s jovial face dropped, and for a moment he stopped swaying. “Come, I know somewhere safe. Tell me everything.”

He led them down the busy streets of a wet market. Glassy-eyed fish hung from hooks, and heaps of limpet-encrusted shellfish were being scrubbed clean by gossiping stallholders. The butcher’s cleaver thudded as he efficiently chopped pork ribs into small chunks. Live chickens clucked from their stack of baskets, waiting for their necks to be wrung. It wasn’t exactly somewhere Kiamling would class as safe, but they could easily merge into the crowd.

A beggar sat at the corner, a cup on the ground before him with a couple of coins in it. Kiamling would have walked right past without even seeing the man, which was the point. Beggar So chatted to him, but shook his head at the answer and led them on. As well as his martial prowess, he was also the head of the Beggar Clan, a group that lived an itinerant lifestyle without material possessions. They had one of the best spy networks in the region. After all, nobody looked twice at a beggar on the street.

Jingling had to jump back as a bucket of slop was poured into the open drain, narrowly missing her foot. Just as Kiamling was about to question the random wandering, So gestured to the door behind her, and they quickly darted through.

Inside the house, old women were playing mahjong. They gave the group a cursory glance, then returned to their game, tiles clacking on the green velvet table. Kiamling noted with interest the serviceable weapons within arm’s reach around them: a revolver, a curved dou and two long staffs. Beggar So led them up narrow stairs to an overcrowded workroom filled with drawers and stacked crates.

They sat cross-legged on the floor. The old man unstoppered the mau toi and offered them a drink. When Kiamling and Jingling declined, So tipped the jar back, the clear liquid splashing liberally all over his face. If someone lit a match, he would probably combust.

He kept sipping as Kiamling told him about Por Por’s abduction by the shadow beast. About the doorway lined in blue, even if she omitted the details of it remaining open afterwards. He stroked his long beard thoughtfully. “Perhaps it’s time you learnt what happened to your parents.”

“Our parents died at the hands of malevolent spirits they could not exorcise.”

“Yes,” Beggar So said. He was solemn for once, putting the lid back on the jar of alcohol. “But did you ever ask where those yiugwai came from in the first place?”

Some yiugwai lived among people, disguising their true nature. Occasionally they even took partners, had children. But most crossed over from the other side at points where the barrier between the living and the dead was weak, such as the Hungry Ghost Festival.

“The Taiping rebels,” Jingling said, reaching the answer a moment before Kiamling. They had massacred thousands in the villages. The fields were awash with the blood of those who refused to join their fanatical cause. The negative emotions had bottlenecked: anger, resentment, fear at being cut down before their time. No wonder the barriers had weakened. Had Hong Xiuquan, leader of the rebels, been so foolish, so arrogant as to call the most dangerous yiugwai across the veil and think he could control them?

“I do not know the details; your grandmother kept those to herself. But I know one thing: here in Canton province, nearly six years ago, a doorway opened and a horde of geongsi swept through the countryside, sucking qi from anything that breathed.”

“How have we never heard about this?” Jingling said.

“You were young. The officials called it a plague to cover it up, but beggars see everything. Nothing natural could cause that many geongsi to rise up. They were doing someone’s bidding.”

“Whose?” Kiamling said. If the Taiping rebels had such a powerful person on their side, they were nigh unstoppable.

“Nobody knows. We were just thankful that the yiugwai hunters of Canton put aside their differences and worked together. Your parents died saving the city. And that is why you cannot just go around knocking on people’s doors,” Beggar So finished.

Kiamling looked at her sister, but neither was any the wiser. “What has that got to do with anything? If this is true, then they were heroes. Martyrs!”

“Did she honestly never tell you?” He looked first at Jingling, then at Kiamling, but both shook their heads. “Your parents were Taiping rebels.”

“That’s ridiculous. Our parents were yiugwai hunters; they didn’t care about political factions. Certainly not a leader who thinks he is the son of the Christian God.”

“The Taiping rebels were not always the bloodthirsty cult they are now. Once they were just angry and poor, like the rest of us. Exactly how your parents were involved, I do not know. But in Canton, there’s a bounty on all your heads.” He saw the disbelief in their eyes. “They dare not attack you in Hong Kong, not with the British military presence. Here, though, even the Ten Tigers cannot guarantee your safety. I’m sorry.”

“We’ve journeyed all the way here for answers about Por Por’s disappearance, for help against this new foe. We can’t simply leave now because of some vague threat! Besides, we’ve been careful. I’ve hidden my sword, haven’t I?” Kiamling looked at her sister for support. Jingling seemed less convinced, playing with one of her braids.

“And you haven’t drawn undue attention to yourselves?”

Kiamling considered how they had sought out every yiugwai hunter in the city. And how the imperial officer had clearly been able to track them the day before. “No,” she lied.

Beggar So’s face cracked into a smile. “Give me your hand.”

“Why?”

“Do I need to lecture you about respecting your elders again? Just give me it.” He grabbed her right hand, turning it palm-up.

“Are you a palm reader?” Jingling asked, leaning forward.

“No, I just wanted to see if Hong Kong had turned you soft.” Beggar So slapped Kiamling’s hand so that it smarted.

“So suk suk.” Jingling pouted in the way only she could.

“Hou la, because you were my best student.” Beggar So had conveniently forgotten that Jingling had never been his student. She had brought steamed mantau at lunch and patiently let him regale her with stories about all his favourite meals.

He rummaged in one pocket, then another, prodding his loose sleeves until finally he found what he was looking for. It was a wan yi. Kiamling had seen pictures of them in books, but never in real life. Six or more interconnected rings used by astronomers and mathematicians to track the movements of the stars and predict eclipses. Huge devices that sat in the courtyards of imperial palaces and were studied by the most advanced scholars.

Beggar So’s wan yi was small enough to sit in the palm of his hand. Rather than six rings, it was a nesting egg. Concentric rings within rings, impossibly dense and too many for her to count.

“We are mapping the stars?” she asked.

“Not quite.” His eyes twinkled.

Kiamling gingerly took the wan yi from his hands. Up close she could see that the rings were not exactly straight as expected. They curved, a gentle swoop. The outermost ring was thicker at one end and narrower at the other. Adjustments that had been made to map not the stars in the sky, but something else. Intuition gave her the answer. “It maps the spirit realm.”

“More precisely, the points where the veil between the two thins.” Beggar So moved the outer six rings in demonstration. “Here is where they meet, on the fifteenth night of the eighth month. The Hungry Ghost Festival.”

“Hungry Ghost Festival happens every year; we leave offerings for the ghosts. Why would this year be any different?” Jingling asked.

“Because this year,” Kiamling said slowly, “the British were involved. They sat on the ghost chairs and accidentally called their ghosts and monsters through. My fu, my coin sword were ineffective against the shadow beast.” Relief suffused her that her run of disastrous exorcism had not been solely due to incompetence. She simply did not have the means to combat British monsters.

“What does that mean for Por Por?” Jingling asked.

The pieces clicked into place. Kiamling looked to Beggar So for confirmation. “She’s on the other side of the veil. Trapped not in our underworld, but in the gweilo spirit world. Or somewhere in between.”

“Then we need to reopen the door. Perhaps at Chingming,” Jingling said optimistically.

“The Chingming festival is six months away. It’s too long…”

Kiamling had read every manual on yiugwai hunting. There were rare instances of living people crossing into other realms, but usually for no more than a day. The most she had heard of was a week. It had been nearly a whole lunar cycle since Por Por had gone missing. Was it already too late? She felt sick. This was her fault. The actions of a coward.

“The wan yi can show other times our two realms are close together,” Beggar So offered. “But I need your help to operate it.”

The sisters nodded. He was right, better that they cling to hope. Por Por had always been tenacious. If anyone could survive in the spirit realm for months, it was her.

Kiamling wrapped goji berries and a coin into a folded fu talisman and placed it under her tongue. Her third eye opened, Beggar So and Jingling lined in the warm orange-red glow of life. Beggar So moved the rings of the wan yi, starting from the innermost and working outwards. Twitching each ring a tiny increment. A little more. The effect was almost hypnotic. There were bursts of light so quick she thought she had imagined them. Even on reversing the movement of the ring, she could not find them again.

Beggar So shook his head. “It needs to be a bigger window.”

Something flashed bright white in Kiamling’s eyes, causing her to yell.

“Stop!” Jingling said. “That’s it.”

Beggar So took his hand away from the wan yi, bringing it closer to his eyes as he examined the position of the rings from various angles.

“When?”

“The eve of the new year.”

Three months. Kiamling had only three months to prepare for the veil to thin, for Por Por to survive in a realm of Western ghosts and monsters. She hardly knew if it was possible, or if her grandmother would be the same person at the end of it. The old woman was too stubborn to die. Clinging on so that she could appraise every one of her granddaughter’s poor decisions in the weeks that had passed. Kiamling had to believe that.

Banging sounded at the door, incandescent demands to open up. Her third eye still active, Kiamling could see the vivid flickering silhouettes of a dozen people in the hallway and stairs. The sound of a skirmish reached her ears, metal on metal and then a revolver shot.

Her third eye closed as her mouth hung open and the coin fell out.

“They’ve found you,” Beggar So said, as if he had expected nothing less.

They. It could only be the bounty hunters he had talked of. The imperial officer had tried to recruit the sisters, and failing that, intimidation came next. There really was a price on their heads. Kiamling wanted to rinse the taste of metal from her mouth, but there was no time.

Beggar So opened the shuttered window and pointed up. Kiamling boosted Jingling onto the tiled roof and then climbed up herself. The buildings here were tightly packed. The wet market continued a busy trade below, oblivious to the people trying to break down the internal door.

Beggar So came with them, pointed to the south with his staff. “Get on a steamship at the harbour. You cannot come back to Canton. Not now they know you are still alive.”

“We were dead?” Kiamling practically yelled. There was so much still to learn about what had happened five years ago.

“Take this.” He pushed the wan yi into her hands. “It belonged to your father.”

“What?”

“Kiamling!” Jingling had already made her way across the roof. A precarious bamboo bridge had been built over the wet market to the opposite building, but it creaked as her sister put a foot on it.

Below them a yell. “They’re on the roof!”

Beggar So unwound the ragged bandages from his staff and took one last swig from his jar of mau toi. It was practically empty, the final few drops scattering on his face. He licked them from his beard with satisfaction. “Go.”

Kiamling and Jingling crossed the makeshift bridge and scrambled along the next roof. Tiles slipped from under their feet. Kiamling looked back once. Beggar So stamped hard on the roof bridge, sending the bamboo poles scattering into the street below. Several thugs had surrounded him on the rooftop, armed with curved dou. Beggar So swayed drunkenly on his feet, teetering in one direction and then another. His attackers smirked, expecting an easy fight.

They were proven wrong.

As they lunged towards the martial arts master, he staggered back and then forward, each sword thrust missing him by inches. One man overreached entirely and fell head-first into the fish stall below. Beggar So fell forwards, a blade swiping the air where his head had been and instead striking another thug across the face. The crack was audible, followed by a thin line of blood that splattered from his broken nose. As the assailants moved forward, Beggar So swept his staff like a broom, flinging the tiles up into their faces.

So Chan’s power was that others always underestimated him. They saw an old drunk, a vagrant not worth taking seriously. His Beggar Clan network was said to rival even the emperor’s spies. His drunken-fist move was why he was considered one of Ten Tigers of Canton.

The sisters moved across the rooftops as best they could, but near the docks they had to climb down to street level.

“Stop looking so shifty. We need to fit in.” Jingling linked her arm through Kiamling’s, smiling as if their brisk saunter was nothing of note. Kiamling on the other hand had to do everything to resist the urge to unwrap her coin sword. Each glance in their direction was filled with malicious intent.

They reached the River Pearl, but the boats here were the turtle-backed sampans of the Boat Dwellers, mostly moored in clumps like islands. The steamships that might give them passage back to Hong Kong were further along the river.

“There, those two!” an angry voice yelled. Kiamling grabbed her sister’s hand and ran full pelt. A pedlar was turning his cart in the walkway at that precise moment, and she seized Jingling by the waist, using qi for both lightness and speed. They matched steps, feet touching the cartwheel, then up onto the heaving pile of wares and down the other side. Jingling giggled, somewhere between hysterical and excited.

“Still being chased,” Kiamling reminded her.

“But it’s exhilarating!”

Before Kiamling could voice her agreement, a huge axe flew towards them. She shoved Jingling out of the way as the weapon thudded through the gap between them into the hull of a sampan. Two vicious-looking assailants rushed down the narrow alleyway, weapons raised.

Fu talismans and coin swords would do little against human opponents. Luckily for Kiamling, her fists and wits were often more than enough. She grabbed for the nearest weapon, a sizeable dried fish, and swung it with both hands at the nearest attacker’s face. Pungent. As he ducked, she shoved a huge empty basket over his head. A roundhouse kick sent him flying into the water.

The second assailant kept her distance, using a staff to land blows on Kiamling’s arms and chest. Kiamling couldn’t get close enough to retaliate. Instead she lobbed spiny sea urchins back at the woman, forcing a bit of distance between them. As she crouched behind a barrel to catch her breath, something nipped her hand. The barrel was filled with hairy crabs, their claws like thick mittens.

“You want a piece of the action?” she muttered. “Be my guest.” With two fingers, she jerked the topmost crab upwards and flung it with her qi towards the assailant’s head. Then another. And another. They were heavier than her usual projectiles, but Kiamling was anything if flexible. Besides, the shrieks coming from the woman with the staff made it worthwhile. Tired, she upended the rest of the barrel, watching with satisfaction as the crabs scurried out.

“Go, my friends, be free!”

Jingling struggled to her feet, but her ankle looked to be twisted. Shit. They weren’t far from the steamships, but who could say what was waiting for them when they got there. Kiamling weighed up the options and crouched down. She hadn’t carried Jingling on her back since they were kids.

“You’d better not make a comment about my weight!” Jingling warned as she wrapped her arms around her sister’s neck.

“I wouldn’t dare.” Kiamling pushed herself to standing and jogged down the waterfront looking for a vessel that was about to cast off. Her skin prickled in warning and she ducked, a moment before an arrow whistled overhead.

“Well, that’s just rude!” She made her movements more erratic, harder to predict. She leapt on top of crates and ducked down between lobster pots. Arrows thudded left and right of her. If one hit, it was Jingling who would take the brunt of the blow. Kiamling pushed more and more qi into her limbs, dimly aware of the diminishing pool that remained.

Up ahead, someone was waving from the hull of a ship. It was Hoi. He had already cast off, but was yelling something to them.

“You bastard!” Kiamling shouted back. Her qi pool was spent. They were stranded here.

Before the horror of the situation could sink in, she felt qi pouring into her like someone with a jug of spring water. It was Jingling. Somehow her sister was channelling her own qi across to her. No time to question it. Kiamling leapt off solid ground towards the water. She focused lightness into the balls of her feet as she came down onto the surface. It held. She ran across the water until she reached the vessel. Hoi gor held an arm out to reach for her, and she let him haul both of them up.

“You were going to leave without us!” she said, stabbing a finger at his chest. He caught hold of it, throwing her off kilter.

“I knew you could make that distance,” he said.

As furious as she was, even Kiamling realised it wasn’t good practice to keep insulting the person who had procured an escape vessel for them. She seethed but kept it in. Only then did she realise Hoi’s hand still held hers in place, his pulse warm and steady. Flustered, she pulled away.

Jingling looked down at her own hands as if in disbelief. Giggling. Shaking. She was in shock. Terrified by the escape and the arrows and the number of people trying to kill them. Of course she was. Por Por would never forgive Kiamling for putting her little sister in that situation. Kiamling would never forgive herself.

She opened her mouth to thank Jingling for the qi. Wait. It was likely her sister had not even realised what she had done. A matter of instinct. If she let on that Jingling could use her qi… well, she might be pulled into this. Into further danger. Into the life of an outcast. Kiamling said nothing, putting her arm around Jingling’s shoulder instead.

Only as she caught her breath did she realise they were not aboard a steamship after all. It was a small junk, moving sluggishly away from land. The pursuers were still pacing the port, yelling at each other and no doubt looking for their own vessel to give chase. All of her previous determination to be grateful dissolved entirely. “This isn’t fast enough, they’ll catch up!”

Jingling had managed to calm her nerves. She touched Kiamling’s arm tactfully. “Thank you for procuring a ship, Hoi gor. How did you know we would need to leave so quickly?”

“A beggar accosted me.” Hoi moved across the deck to adjust the fan-like sails. They caught the wind, filling as the ship suddenly picked up speed. The junk responded to his ministrations, to the hand that deftly secured the ropes and the loving pat he bestowed upon the railing. His hair had come loose from his queue, streaming across his face. He looked at home on the water. Skilled and comfortable with a playful smile on his lips. It was a side to him Kiamling had never seen before.

He turned, feeling her eyes upon him perhaps. Despite the blush on her cheeks, she refused to look away. He issued a challenge. “We’ll be back in Hong Kong by nightfall. Do you want to grovel and apologise to me now, or when we get there?”

Jingling jumped in before the two took any more lumps out of each other. She re-enacted their escape across the rooftops of Canton, making Hoi laugh as she emulated Beggar So’s drunken movements.

That reminded her. Kiamling took out the wan yi that So sifu had given her. He had said the spirit-realm mapper had belonged to their father. She did not know much about her father. A scholar of note he had failed the imperial exams because he had proposed his own solutions, which were not in keeping with the official teachings. The curve on the rings of the wan yi was certainly not conventional.

There were so many more questions and very few answers. Canton was not safe for them, that much was clear. Perhaps she could send letters to Beggar So asking for further explanation, but even those might be intercepted. They had been watched throughout their brief time in the city. Peking wanted them to be spies; others just wanted them dead. Beggar So was right. She would take strange monsters in Hong Kong over flesh-and-blood thugs in Canton any day.

As always, they were on their own.







Chapter Nineteen
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Kiamling had been back in Hong Kong for a week after the abruptly curtailed Canton incident, but her run of bad luck still had not broken. The last few days in particular had been an unmitigated disaster.

“Would you like to talk about it, Miss Kim?” Archie asked. His question was tactful enough considering Kiamling’s mood.

The fishing boats had been pulling into Hong Kong’s Victoria Harbour just as they arrived, the hazy blush of dawn coating everything in pastel shades. When they had made the appointment, Kiamling had thought nothing of it. Her sleep patterns were erratic at the best of times, and Archie’s request to practise with the fishermen was just another job.

Several more people had been attacked in the Chinese district. A tailor’s apprentice, a pair of lovers out on a tryst, and one of the courtesans from Tai Ping Shan Street. None of them had any recollection of what had happened, their memories fuzzy. Just a foreboding sense of darkness, and deep claw marks as evidence of the ordeal. Each of them had their qi gummed up like tar. Kiamling unblocked their meridian lines, advised on revitalising soups and bed rest.

Madam Yau, the brothel owner, had started making noises, demanding more protection for the common people, calling loudly for the Legislative Council to back them, but without Barrister Ng’s presence, there was no voice for the local Chinese population. For a few nights, Kiamling patrolled the streets herself, but there was only so much ground one person could cover. She was always at the wrong end of the district. Exhausted and seeing monsters in every shadow. It might be safer for everyone, she cautioned, if people stayed home after dark. The proposed curfew was met with contempt, especially by the owners and patrons of the inns, opium dens and brothels. She simply did not have the confidence of the community.

A lobster had made a break for freedom, scuttling across their path. Kiamling turned it around towards the waterfront, watching as it scurried away.

“You got too many hands!” the fisherman yelled to her, picking up the offending crustacean and plopping it back into the correct container.

No, she could not even do that right. Behind her, Archie made a surprised sound. Kiamling turned in time to see someone emptying a bucket of entrails into the water, narrowly missing splattering him.

“Tell your gweilo to watch where he’s walking,” the woman said in Cantonese, unperturbed as Archie reached for his handkerchief. The fish smell was pungent.

“He’s not my gweilo,” Kiamling responded.

“I am my own man,” Archie interjected in passable Cantonese, beaming as the fisherwoman realised he had understood her. He offered a few greetings to the other fisherfolk. Some conversed with him, as gobsmacked as if a dappled grouper fish had started walking across the harbour. Most of them turned their backs, crouching and pretending to be busy as they scraped barnacles from scallop shells, but gawking as soon as Kiamling and Archie moved further away.

“How am I meant to practise if they won’t talk?” Archie mused aloud.

“Order us some breakfast.”

“But that’s just your scheme – and may I note, it is one you use with alacrity – to get a free meal.”

“Sorry, what was your point again? You get to practise your Cantonese, I get breakfast. We both win.”

Archie could not argue with such solid logic. He straightened his shoulders and strode purposefully towards one of the many stalls selling breakfast. A couple of older women cooked congee and grilled fresh fish over clay charcoal stoves. He nodded politely, ordering from one woman as the other berated him. He bowed and ordered something else from the neighbour. Soon all the stallholders had accosted him, tugging at his sleeve and scolding him for not giving them his business.

Tears of merriment spilt from the corners of Kiamling’s eyes as she watched on. Archie was a cathartic distraction to her own problems. Their time together was never dull. He was neither afraid of the misfortune spreading from her yiugwai hunting nor derisive of it. She could just be herself when she was with him.

She considered rescuing the Englishman, but he was the one who’d requested the practice with other Cantonese speakers. He caught her eye, even if he was too far away to respond. He had noticed her amusement. Rather than being upset, his eyes twinkled, leaning into it. He took it all with good grace.

“I am hungry,” he declared in Cantonese, loud enough for her to hear. Dammit, he had finally got the tones correct. Kiamling could not keep the smile from her face as he returned to her, laden with more food than the two of them could possibly eat.

“Thank you for intervening,” he quipped pointedly. Kiamling slurped at the boiling-hot bowl of fish congee, burning her tongue. Worth it.

“Call it a rapid improvement of your language and culture skills,” she responded tartly. She offered him the grilled squid on a stick, shrugging when he declined. He did not know what he was missing.

“So do you want to talk about it?” he asked again after they had eaten as much as they possibly could.

Kiamling rubbed her belly, content to leave his question unanswered. Archie leant forward, plucking something from her head. She stared at him. It was not that she minded him in her personal space, more that for a moment she thought he might be leaning in for something else. Her stomach had done a weird little flip, but that was probably the food she had eaten; she should not read too much into it.

“It is unusual, even for you, to have both eggshells and leaves in your hair.”

She snatched the offending piece of snake shell back, crushing it between her fingers. “I’m an exorcist, a ghost-quelling monster hunter. You can trace our family tree back centuries, all the way to the family of Chung Kwai, King of Ghosts.” She was proud of this lineage. Chung Kwai’s name was invoked for protection, as a door god, and at festivals to ward against evil. But some things she was less enthused about. “It has always been the same, though. The same methods, the same training. I wanted to try something different.”

“And it didn’t work?”

She had spent the evening cutting down the trees that had invaded the tavern and gathering up every seed and nut she could find. She hoped replanting them would be enough to appease the restless tree spirits she had removed in her haste for efficiency. “Not this time.”

“But you are still going to do it?” Archie pushed. He was astute for someone so bookish.

“Call me stubborn to a fault. I don’t give up at the first obstacle. What would be the point in that? I’ve trained for this my whole life, it is my only purpose. I respect what came before, but that does not mean I have to follow it without question.”

“I wouldn’t call that stubborn. I’d call it courageous. If anything, you are a pioneer.” Archie rubbed at his chin, watching the fisherman folding up their nets. “When I got to the big city, I could not believe my eyes. London Town herself! Seat of learning, of government and lawmaking. A scholarship to King’s College. This eccentric country boy from the north had made it!” His incredulity was still apparent. His accent changed as he talked about the north, as if the memories tugged at the edges.

“And then?”

“Then reality. I was from a family with no name. The other students talked of their lineage and estates and how their fathers had jobs lined up for them in the bank, in the East India Company. Some of them barely studied at all, unless investigating the bottom of a bottle of brandy counts.”

“That’s why you came east?”

“Yes. We have a chance here to do something different. To govern, not simply to strip these lands of their worth. I got a place on the cadetship, intense Cantonese training for two years, and now here I am. One of Queen Victoria’s civil servants! A pioneer also.”

His earnest expression was infectious, filling Kiamling with a buoyancy she had not felt before. Courageous. Yes, she supposed from the outside she was. The Au family protected the island, kept the residents safe whether they knew it or not. People readily complained when it went wrong, but they forgot to give praise when it went right: to appreciate all the buildings still standing, the businesses thriving, the ghosts kept at a distance from the living. It took courage to face down geongsi and hungry ghosts each night, and yet she still did it.

This morning’s lesson was just another chore in her day, but getting to know Archie had changed that. Little by little she had started to look forward to it, lingering just to keep talking. Little by little he had started to change her too.

There was a lull in the conversation. Kiamling looked out beyond the fishing boats. Hong Kong’s harbour afforded a panoramic view of the mainland, hugging the peninsula where Kowloon sat. The scene was a comfort to her, an oasis of calm in the bustle of everyday life.

She glanced across, but Archie was not admiring the view. Some stray dogs had wandered over, sniffing hopefully at the food. Kiamling was about to chase them away when the Englishman started to tear off pieces of fish and scatter them on the ground. The mutts crept closer, wolfing down the food and nuzzling him for more. He laughed as he petted their heads. “There, there, my devoted friends, eat as much as you would like.”

“Devoted friends? You’ll never get rid of them if you feed them,” Kiamling warned.

“My mother always said I was a soft touch. Half of my meals in London went to beggars and pickpockets. But how can you say no?”

Frankly Kiamling didn’t see it. The stray dogs were at best a nuisance, often carrying ticks and fleas. Under Archie’s hands they became docile creatures, licking him and sitting dutifully. He had a gentleness about him that Kiamling initially called naïve. Gullible. Idiotic even. But for some reason it worked in his favour. He was the kind of person who would lose his purse to have it returned, bulging with coins. Perhaps he was born under a lucky star. Devoted friends indeed.







Chapter Twenty
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Archie was busy for the next week. There was an upcoming meeting happening in Shanghai, and people had come to Hong Kong ahead of it. Something about hammering out the details on a new trade deal. Even without that knowledge, anyone could see the rows of European ships docked in the harbour. The British Union Jack flag was ubiquitous, but the flags of the US and other European interests were present in greater numbers than usual.

The Englishman apologised profusely for cancelling their next few language sessions, but he was in high demand to interpret at various meetings at Government House. It was not until he had gone that Kiamling realised she had more free time than ever before. They didn’t need her at the teahouse for the next few days, and her regular yiugwai-hunting work had dried up entirely.

She worked through her morning exercises. Once, then again and again. She practised her open-palm technique against the wooden practice dummy in the yard. Kicked autumn leaves into the air and pierced the centre of each one with a burning fu talisman. It was still only late morning by the time she had exhausted herself, sitting cross-legged in an attempt to meditate.

Empty your mind of all things.

Try as she might, the business with the Taiping rebels and her parents surged unbidden to the front of her brain. What had happened there? Would she ever find out? She pushed the thought away.

Calm.

Focus on breathing in and out.

Por Por was still missing. Kiamling had relished her weeks of freedom, but more than ever she was aware of the gaps in her knowledge. Por Por had tried to help her with that. She had used such cryptic terms that Kiamling had not understood the depths of the issues, all the interwoven fibres that connected them.

She needed to find another doorway, a rift like the one that had opened on Victoria Peak. The wan yi predicted there would not be another thinning of the veil until the new year, but it was not really in her nature to sit around and wait. There must be another opportunity, an earlier one. She would force the barrier open if she could. This time she would not hesitate, she would run through it immediately…

Her eyelid started twitching. She had definitely not managed to empty her mind or remain calm. Instead she was the performer walking along a tightrope with plates spinning from tall sticks. She could no more keep them spinning than she could stop her eyes from sliding towards the drop to the ground.

“You look like someone cursed you with a shoe.” Jingling’s merry voice shattered any remaining illusions that the meditating was a success.

Kiamling opened her eyes. “If only it was as simple as that.”

Jingling crouched down, squeezing her hand. “What’s the question?”

“How do I open another rift? Get Por Por back?”

Her sister bit her lip, but the shrug of her shoulders said she had no ideas that Kiamling had not already thought of. Her face looked different from usual. Softer and sharper at the same time. She laughed. “Why don’t you ask the British? They seem to have an answer for everything!”

“Is that… make-up?” Kiamling finally put her finger on it. It was. Her sister’s eyebrows had been painted on and her lips stained with faint red.

Jingling hastily stood back up again, putting some distance between them. “Just a little. A bit of fun. The opera singers let me have it. Anyway, you are clearly busy. I’ll leave you to it.”

She was halfway down the path when she turned back. Hesitating. “Ah Kiam, we should make a plan. Tomorrow? Figure out a way to bring Por Por home. Together.”

“I’d like that.” It was not a platitude; Kiamling had been lonely without Por Por’s nagging.

Only after Jingling left did her words drip through Kiamling’s thick skull. Ask the British. The British officials had sat in the front row at the Hungry Ghosts Festival. Accidental or by design? It was not exactly the first Chinese tradition they had misunderstood: bringing white flowers as a gift when they were only used for funerals; trampling their dirty shoes all over someone’s house; wanting five-clawed dragons on their decorative wares when that was reserved for the emperor alone.

If Archie was anything to go by, they scoffed at ghosts and monsters as children’s tales. But their presence had altered something, had caused the veil to thin and allowed the shadow beast to come through. If she could replicate that happenstance, perhaps there was a way to open the rift earlier than the new year.

This was how she found herself, an hour later, picking the lock on a room at Government House. Yiugwai hunters didn’t like to advertise their lock-picking skills; thieving wasn’t exactly a great look. But many things were hidden behind a locked door or in a camphor-wood chest: papers of ownership, ancestral jade or cursed oracle bones even. Por Por would have been aghast at what she was doing. Then again, Kiamling thought as the lock audibly clicked open, perhaps she wouldn’t. Her grandmother had been hiding secrets of her own.

This was not her finest hour. The first door turned out to be a water closet, the ornate toilet seat not masking the fact that the smell was the same as any latrine. The second room was full of filing cabinets. It looked promising, but the rolled-up maps and naval plans were beyond her entirely. Even Kiamling doubted they would keep the information she required filed away in a drawer labelled Portals and how to open them.

She tried the third door anyway, tired now and about to call it quits. A large mahogany desk dominated the room, the green leather desk mat well worn and ink-stained. Against the wall was a huge bookcase filled with cloth-bound volumes and slim ledgers. Kiamling pulled one out at random. Row upon row of neatly written accounts stared back at her, incomprehensible to her eye, although she could guess at what it all meant. The British government had made no secret of their desire to buy up all the tea, silk and porcelain that merchants could acquire for them. Tea clippers filled Victoria Harbour, overshadowing the smaller sampans and flower boats that bobbed beside them.

She ran a finger across the curved dome of the globe, tracing the long route from Hong Kong around the south of Africa and up to that tiny island in Europe. She squinted. Just a blob like the ink had run together, and yet apparently so powerful. The globe turned and Great Britain slipped away from her.

The creak of footsteps outside pulled her out of her reverie. She crouched behind the desk, thankful as they passed by the doorway. Frantically she tried to remember if she had relocked the other rooms.

“It’s quiet today,” a man’s voice remarked.

“They are all at the Hongkong Hotel. Bowring wanted to keep the discussion informal, whatever that means.”

The voices moved away. It was not much to go on. It was really nothing at all. But it was a start.
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Kiamling was glad she had borrowed her friend Keilin’s hotel staff uniform. Borrowed, she told herself, although the other potwasher had hardly given her permission: Kiamling knew where her friend’s spare uniform was stashed at the teahouse. Still, she thought, fidgeting with the frilled collar tickling at her neck, it had been a smart idea. Newly built, the Hongkong Hotel was popular with visiting merchants and European officials alike. Even the Chinese patrons wore European tailcoats with white waistcoats and bow ties, as if donning the clothing could make them more palatable.

In the lobby, an eight-armed chandelier dripping in crystals cast glittering shadows overhead, and the doorman cleared his throat as Kiamling gawked up.

“You are not supposed to use the front entrance,” he hissed in Cantonese. Kiamling looked at him blankly as he held the door open for a finely dressed pair of English gentlemen. They gave her an odd glance before sweeping into the main dining room.

“The servants’ entrance!” the doorman added. He glanced nervously over his shoulder, and Kiamling could see the irate night manager glaring at her from behind the reception desk. Luckily he had guests to sort out, giving her the opportunity to mumble something incoherent and slip into the building post-haste. Working in the teahouse had been bad enough, but the staff in the hotel kept their eyes trained on the floor in a grovelling hunch.

In the dimly lit dining room, dinner service was nearly finished. Fine silverware gleamed on starched white tablecloths under oil lamps as waiting staff cleared away half-eaten plates of chicken and fish. In the corner, a pianist was playing quietly, the music mixing with the light conversation. A few of the gentlemen started to move towards the adjacent smoking room.

Kiamling sidled surreptitiously round the edge of the room. She had seen men talking at Lin Heung teahouse often enough to know that business happened as much over drinks as it did in the boardroom.

“Table Six,” a waiter snapped at her. He paused, peering at her face as he adjusted his hold on a tray. “You don’t work here…”

“New. A new employee, sir. Started today,” Kiamling said unconvincingly. She gave him her most charming smile, the type her sister might deploy. The waiter flinched back.

“Well, you at least look strong enough. But the manager really should consider that the guests prefer a pretty face with their meal. Go clean up Table Six, and if you last until tomorrow, at least brush your hair before your shift.”

Kiamling turned towards the empty table, thankful for the excuse to hide her furious expression. She slammed the plates on top of each other a little too hard, drawing the eye of the adjacent table’s patrons. What did it matter if a petty man insulted her appearance? She was not here to be admired; she had more important things to do. Rational as that notion was, it was still difficult to swallow the comments, especially while clearing up the mess of a table. More of the food appeared to have ended up on the starched linen than in the patrons’ mouths. The smell of opium resin lingered, painting a story. They had no right to act as if the Chinese were somehow less refined. A discarded handkerchief was draped across a chair. Viciously she dropped it into the dregs of the tomato soup, watching the colour stain the fine material.

She dumped the dishes in the kitchen. Amid the steam and clatter of crockery, she snagged herself one of the silver trays laden with crystal glasses and cigars, moving purposefully towards the smoking room. No one stopped her this time, all eyes on the singer who stood by the piano. Kiamling was thankful for the distraction.

Her eyes smarted as she hit a wall of cigar smoke. She moved slowly around the room as her vision adjusted. European gentlemen stood in groups of three and four, propping up the mantelpiece or gesturing emphatically as they postured. They spoke mostly in English, but in accents so varied that her ears struggled to tune in.

Someone gestured her over and she was thankful as each man took a glass from her tray, lightening it. Governor Bowring was in the group, playing with an unlit cigar. Kiamling lingered, eyes turned to the floor as she collected empty glasses.

“Lord Palmerston is deeply unhappy with Peking’s continued reluctance to allow our merchants to establish a foothold.” The older Englishman talking was clearly someone of import, the others in the circle all aligned to his position. He tucked his hands into his pockets, substantial chest thrust forward as he spoke. Even if Kiamling had been standing on the other side of the room, she doubted she would have missed his words. He wanted them all to hear.

Bowring’s response was firm but quiet, refusing to match the volume of the other man. “Well, the problem is that damned Treaty of Nanking. The English version says we have a permanent right to reside; the Chinese version says it is only temporary. Blame the blasted translators.”

“Which is why you must be more forceful.”

“It is not as simple as those in London make out.”

“The consul at Canton says otherwise.”

Bowring laughed, a short, sharp sound that indicated it was not the first time he had heard this comment. “Henry Parkes? He and Ye Mingchen have been at loggerheads for longer than I can remember. A pair of children squabbling over who has the biggest stick.”

“That might be so, but he is useful.”

“As useful as dry tinder in a gunpowder warehouse. You mean to start a war?”

“If you can proffer an alternative solution, I’d be happy to hear it. You’ve grown soft out here, Bowring, turned native with the chopsticks and the kowtowing. The fact of the matter is, we have a surplus of opium growing in India; the Chinese have tea and porcelain and silk we want to buy. It makes perfect sense.”

“It does not sit well with me.” Bowring’s words were so quiet that Kiamling thought she had imagined them. He put the cigar down on her tray, untouched. She stiffened, worried for a moment that he would remember her from the Ghost Festival incident. But his eyes glanced over her as if she were just another ornamental fixture.

“Charity starts at home, my good man,” the other man rejoined. “Our responsibility is to the British people, who face almshouses or the streets if we do not get this deal.” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “Someone with more gall will be more than willing to take your seat.”

The threat was as clear as a drawn blade. The listeners held their breath, waiting for Bowring’s riposte.

“Mr Redferne!” someone called, flapping a hand from the other side of the room. “A moment of your time.”

Kiamling turned hastily towards the wall just as Archie’s familiar long-legged stride took him across the smoking room. They had not noticed each other in the smoggy haze, but she did not want to push her luck. She had heard enough. She circumnavigated the room as briskly as she could without drawing attention, only relaxing when the door closed behind her.







Chapter Twenty-One
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So, the British wanted to start another war. It should not surprise her. The European powers had carved the world up like the overcooked roast they so loved on a Sunday, affronted when they met the least bit of resistance. They seemed determined to force trade on Peking, even though she hardly thought it could be called trade when one side was for the most part uninterested. She was less bothered about the moral high ground that Bowring clung to, and more about the impact on her people. Those in the southern provinces had suffered hugely at the hands of rebellions, pirates and famine. A war would not make those circumstances any better.

A few deep breaths settled her emotions. She imagined what Jingling would do in her place. Her sister would have handled all of this with much more grace. Charmed the patrons and staff, walked in on the arm of an English gentleman, all sugar and sweetness. Kiamling visualised it so well she could almost hear Jingling singing one of her melodies.

When she looked up, the singer from before was still standing beside the pianist. The woman wore a dusky-pink European-style dress with flowers arranged in her elaborately coiffed hair. She was beautiful. Like one of those ancient marble statues Archie was so intent on discussing. She was also very familiar. A face Kiamling had seen so frequently that she knew it better than her own.

She put down the tray, rubbing her eyes in disbelief. Leftover sauce dripped onto her forehead in the process. She wasn’t dreaming it. Her sister Jingling stood before the whole dining room, a warbling song breaking from her throat. Her eyes were closed, a songbird tilting its head towards the blue sky. Her hands trembled around a closed fan, which she held clutched against her chest, but there were no nerves in her clear tones.

A mixed feeling churned in Kiamling’s stomach. Sour and sweet at the same time. Her sister was not merely humming silly tunes at home, but performing on a Saturday night in this hotel. How long had she being doing this? How many other secrets had she been keeping?

A grudging second realisation bubbled to the surface: Jingling was actually very good. She did not have the stage presence of the opera singers, in their elaborate make-up and clothing, but her voice pierced the smoke, bright and clear. Kiamling recognised the melody as one of those her sister hummed around the house. She sang in Cantonese about one of their favourites, the goddess in the moon. A figure of beauty and loneliness to many, greedy for stealing a potion of immortality from her husband. But as kids, they had seen something else in her story. Defiance. Ambition. The courage to be herself, even if neither humans nor gods could comprehend what that was.

Jingling sang of the goddess’s exile not as punishment, but as breaking away from restraints and judgement. The world looking up at the full moon with wistful envy, wishing that they too could be brave enough to seize the chance. The refrain was sung in English: To be free.

It held the whole Hongkong Hotel dining room in one entranced breath. All eyes on Jingling. Then they broke into applause. Kiamling looked around, dazed by the reaction. Her little sister’s voice, even when half of them had not understood the words, could elicit this sort of response! Pride swelled within her.

“I say, that’s a fine set of lungs,” the man at the next table said admiringly.

“Indeed. I wonder if she gives private performances,” his companion remarked. The tone of the comment was less salubrious, and Kiamling noticed for the first time how tightly the European dress fitted to her sister’s form. The neckline was much lower than the loose-fitting robes and trousers Jingling usually wore. Her arms were bare and the subject of much scrutiny by the table of women behind Kiamling. They whispered behind their fans, but she heard the words lacking virtue as they clutched their lace shawls closer. By the time the clapping had faded away, Kiamling’s cheeks were burning, the barbs a hundred mosquito bites in her skin.

Jingling’s eyes fluttered open and her generous smile was lavished upon the room. Kiamling marched straight up to the piano, ignoring the glare of the head waiter and her sister’s startled expression.

“Oh! What did you think?” Jingling asked, her face bright and hopeful. She bit her bottom lip, a little embarrassed that this was how she had been found out. It was not as if she had outright lied about what she was up to; she’d just never corrected Kiamling’s assumptions.

“Thank the eighteen hells that Por Por isn’t here to see this!” Kiamling hissed. “What in Chung Kwai’s name do you think you are doing?”

“Singing. Or do your ears not work?” Jingling was not cowed by her older sister’s response. Her face was dusted with some sort of white powder that gave it an eerie ghost-like appearance, and the smear of red on her lips trembled.

“My ears work fine, as do their eyes.” Kiamling rummaged inside the skirts of her uniform and found a clean handkerchief. She scrubbed at Jingling’s mouth with it, ignoring her sister’s protests as if she were a naughty child caught with sugar on her face. Jingling finally grabbed her wrists, forcing her to stop. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and the attempts to remove the rouge had simply made her face garish. Only then did Kiamling hear through the haze of embarrassment. The dining room was in an uproar at the comedic effect of their double act, the night manager marching through from the lobby with a look of absolute disgust on his curled moustache.

“You, voice of a nightingale or not, need to leave,” he said without preamble to Jingling. He swivelled to Kiamling. “And you, whom I most certainly did not hire, are barred. This is an upscale establishment, not some common wet market to brawl in.”

Kiamling moved forward, thumbing her nose at him in an unsubtle jibe. “You can insult me all you want, but lay off Jing-Jing! She’s not at fault here. If anything, it’s them who should be barred. Call themselves gentlemen and then make all sorts of lewd comments – you should be ashamed of yourselves!” She glared at the diners, pondering whether to curse the lot of them. It was not really helping to defuse the scene, but she would not just stand by and let them cast aspersions on her sister.

“Mr Thompson, please, I am no trouble, you know that. My sister has simply misunderstood…” Jingling tugged at his sleeve, simultaneously making frantic go away gestures to Kiamling.

The manager pulled himself out of her reach, a smooth motion as he placed his hands behind his back. “On reconsideration, leave and don’t come back. You are fired.”

“But Mr Thompson—”

“Leave or I will have to ask the porters to escort you out. For both our sakes, show some dignity, woman.”

The chiding was enough to stop Jingling entirely. She let her hands fall, the fan slipping between her fingers onto the tiled floor, and walked towards the door, feet dragging with every step. Kiamling followed, not without taking the opportunity to fire back across the luxurious lobby, “Your loss, pig brain!”

The doorman said nothing this time, ushering the sisters out onto the unlit street and closing the double doors firmly.

“Well, do you care to explain what—”

A noise interrupted Kiamling. An inhuman sound, screeching like a creature of nightmares. It was not a hungry ghost. It was Jingling, crumpled to her knees and wailing. She had pulled some of the pins from her hair, scattering them across the dirt.

“Get up, you’re making a scene.” Kiamling prodded her sister with a toe. Jingling didn’t respond, the noise from her throat turning into gulping sobs.

“I’m making a scene? I am?” she said eventually. Tears dripped from her face and her hair had come loose. Her voice thrummed furiously. “That’s your speciality, not mine! I’m the one who is supposed to shut up and look pretty.”

“What are you on about, Jing-Jing?” Kiamling was perplexed.

“It’s always about you! You and Por Por, you and the geongsi, you and chopping down everything with the biggest blade you can find without ever considering that other people might get cut.”

Kiamling was dumbfounded. Her head was still reeling from learning that her sister worked as a singer at a hotel. Had worked, since Kiamling’s intervention had clearly cost her the job. Her stomach lurched. She had not handled that very well. It felt like she had eaten too much glutinous rice in one go. Sticking to her no matter how she tried to push it away. But when those men had started making comments… well, she couldn’t exactly just sit back and take it! It did not bother her when the comments were aimed at her, but Jingling was better than that. Deserved better.

Besides, she still had not explained why she was working there. There was no need. Perhaps the money troubles Kiamling and Por Por had spoken of had pressured her little sister into finding employment.

“I just want to protect you. Bring home money so you don’t have to work. You can enjoy your life.”

“Don’t you get it? I don’t want to be your caged bird!” Jingling snapped.

“Caged? Is that what you think I’m doing? I’m trying to keep you safe.” Kiamling was utterly confused at her sister’s wrath.

“You put everything on me, every imagined dream of an idyllic life. You and Por Por both. A husband, children… have you ever asked if I want these things? Do you know how much pressure that is?”

The concern and guilt churned into something else. Something harder. Sharp pieces caught between her back teeth. Kiamling could not believe how ungrateful her sister was being. “The pressure to be happy? Not to fight monsters, but to be normal? Oh, I’m sorry if that’s too much for you!”

“No. The pressure to be your version of happy. This is mine.” Jingling pointed back to the hotel behind them. The oil lamps hanging from the doorway were like beacons of warmth from which they had been exiled. The doorman kept his eyes averted, pretending not to watch the scene unfolding in front of him.

Kiamling’s hands curled into fists, her voice mocking despite her best intentions. “Singing in a hotel?”

“Singing anywhere! Performing. Travelling the world.”

“That’s what you want to do with your life?”

“What I am already doing.” Jingling stared proudly at her older sister, issuing the challenge. Defiant for the first time in many years. Kiamling had not seen this side of her before. Jing-Jing, the little girl who had gripped onto the back of her tunic when they had been sent on errands; whose hair she had combed every morning; who had cried until she turned blue in the face after finding a dead frog near their house: she was gone.

“Where else are you singing?”

“Nowhere you would approve of. That’s why I didn’t bother telling you.”

“It’s just… I don’t mind if you work. But you’ve heard the rumours… the shadow monster, people being attacked on the streets. It’s not safe. And these opera singers have a reputation.” Kiamling stumbled over her words. A sledgehammer of subtlety, she was making a right mess of it.

“What reputation? For being free and loose with their morals? I don’t care! I’m not some delicate orchid. I don’t want to marry a prince and live in a pavilion. I don’t want to get married at all!”

The illusion shattered. The picture of who Jingling was, the little sister Kiamling had been trying to protect her whole life. This fragile girl who fainted at the sight of geongsi; a beauty who could cause fish to drown and birds to fall from the sky. She was none of those things. Kiamling did not know her at all.







Chapter Twenty-Two
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Kiamling did not sleep that evening, waiting for Jingling to slink home with her tail between her legs. The cockerel crowed as dawn broke with no sign of her sister. Fine, she was off sulking somewhere. It gave them both a chance to cool off. She would be back that evening, hungry and repentant.

As the furnace of her rage dissipated, Kiamling felt remorse about how she had dealt with the situation. She should have waited until they were out of the hotel, rather than causing such an embarrassing scene. Jingling was a brilliant singer, Kiamling had always known that; it had just never occurred to her that she took it more seriously than a hobby. She had assumed, wrongly, that her sister’s interest in opera singers was some sort of crush, not that she had aspirations of her own. She would tell her so, but the girl stubbornly refused to come home.

At the wet market she bought some of Jingling’s favourite foods for their evening meal. A couple of times she thought she saw the back of her sister’s head. Heard her voice laughing from another stall. Each time she sought her out, it turned out to be someone else. Just a trick of her mind. The house was painfully quiet without her. No one to laugh with or console as she burnt the bottom of the rice pot and overcooked the expensive piece of fish. No one there as she waited and waited for Jingling to come home. Until she finally ate the meal, cold as well as burnt now, hours later, and lay down on the mat that was never big enough for the two of them and was now too big for her by herself.

A couple more days passed without any sign of Jingling. Where was she sleeping? What was she living off? Kiamling’s worries gnawed at her insides, like Jingling was still that wobbling toddler learning to walk. It had been drilled into her that Jing-Jing was her responsibility. In her desire to be taken seriously, to be treated like an adult and allowed to make decisions, it had never occurred to her that her sister was growing up just as fast. Faster even.

Jingling had also inherited the bull-headed stubbornness of the Au family. Admirable in other situations, but right now it was merely aggravating. Kiamling was not about to go wringing her hands and apologising. Yes, she had handled the situation clumsily, but Jingling was the one keeping secrets. Kiamling conveniently ignored the voice in her head pointing out that she had still not told her sister the whole truth about Por Por’s abduction. That was different! Kiamling was the elder sibling. She had a duty to carry the burdens. Jingling should show some respect.

It was for that reason that she accepted Archie’s invitation. He had a few free days after the Shanghai trade talks had fallen apart. Did she want to go to the races with him? The perfect opportunity to snoop within the upper echelons. Perhaps overhear someone explain how to open rifts to the spirit realm; nothing was beyond the realms of possibility. Another no less clamouring part of her just wanted out of the house – empty apart from all her mistakes.
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“Absolutely not,” Kiamling said, putting the lid back on the box Archie had handed her on the walk over.

“Hear me out.”

Before he could continue, she put her hands over her ears and marched on ahead.

“Miss Kim, did we not have an agreement?” he continued. “I recall you even managed to haggle a fair sum for being seen in public with a ginger gweilo.”

Kiamling sniggered despite pretending she couldn’t hear him. It was a sore point for Archie that his sideburns grew in ginger, one she was not above taking advantage of once he had taught her the word in English.

“But I did not agree to spend the day dressed up as a doll!”

Archie said nothing, the pace of his steps still steady behind her. Kiamling considered wasting qi to leap onto the rooftops to outpace him, but it felt a bit much even for her. What was wrong with her usual attire? She had even gone to the trouble of washing her best outfit, a light green tunic with wide sleeves and matching loose trousers. She had tamed her hair into a centre parting but lost the battle of wrestling it into an elegant low bun. If Jingling had been at home, she would have found flowers to hide stray ends.

“Suit yourself,” Archie said finally. They slowed as they reached the racecourse at Happy Valley, far to the east of the harbour. The place was having an anniversary celebration, a full day of races. Everyone who was anyone had been invited. And also Kiamling.

Sedan chairs laden with passengers blocked the way and wide parasols threatened to poke Kiamling’s eye out when she attempted to thread between them. The area had been swampland, perfect for rice growing, which of course had been prohibited in order to dry the ground up for racing horses instead.

Kiamling had worked at the racecourse before, serving drinks and picking up the betting slips that had been tossed on the ground. It had been a tedious job, one she did not have the patience for. It was for that reason she was annoyed that Archie insisted she change her clothing. It had not been a problem then, why would it be an issue now?

There were only a few buildings as yet around the track: a two-storey wooden grandstand and others housing a saloon with light refreshments. The wealthier patrons had purchased hard wooden seats, raised for the best view and shaded by the roof of the grandstand. The rest of the spectators stood beside the barrier, parasols and hats at the ready against the beating sun. Serving staff poured glasses of wine, sherry punch and gin slings.

Kiamling reached for the wine excitedly, curious to know if British alcohol was any more palatable than the mau toi she had tried. Her hand was smacked away before it reached the stem of the glass.

“What in heaven’s name do you think you are doing?” A tall Englishman, made even taller by his top hat, peered down at her. It was the police superintendent, Lancaster. Off duty. He did not recognise her. “Those are for spectators, not staff.”

Archie interceded smoothly. “She is here as my guest, sir.”

Lancaster rearranged his face into a more neutral expression. His eyebrows furrowed. “My good man, have the decency to have her look the part, even if her kind are unable to properly act it.”

Kiamling did not entirely parse the meaning, but she could sense an insult. Glared at the superintendent until he moved on with some comment about natives. Clear lines demarcated the Chinese folk present. The servers, as well as some of the horse handlers and sedan-chair operators, wore loose-fitting short jackets with wide sleeves. The few who had come as spectators, the merchants and women on the arms of European gentlemen, on the other hand wore British attire. Three-piece suits for the men and full skirts for the women, hats ballooning out like mushroom caps. The same sort of outfit Archie had brought for Kiamling and she had refused.

She could continue, she supposed, in her current outfit. But she foresaw fending off demands to serve drinks and sweep up litter every few minutes, and she simply did not have the energy for that. Some days even she tired of fighting. Instead she snatched the box from under his arm without so much as an apology. “Wait here.”

Thankfully there was a simple powder room in one of the buildings. She pushed her way in, ignoring the yelps of surprise from the two European women deep in discussion by the ornate mirror. She pulled out garment after garment from the box, confused by why there were two skirts and so many ties. She swore in Cantonese as she tried to yank one over her head, the frills and ribbons quite tangled up.

“Hold on,” said a patient voice. “You need to put on the petticoat first.” Hands guided her head and arms into the right places. One of the women had taken pity on her, tucking in the cream blouse and helping her to tie the heavy skirts at her waist. Her eyes crinkled. “There. You look rather fetching.”

Her companion continued powdering her nose, her reflection side-eyeing Kiamling. “It is rather vulgar, isn’t it? No proper corset or crinoline. And those bound feet they all have…” She gave a shudder.

Kiamling lifted the hem of her skirts to wiggle her feet. Hakka women, and any women who had to work for a living for that matter, did not have their feet bound. Those who did so had been raised in privileged households, where a woman’s value was her beauty and unproven childbearing abilities. The disdainful Englishwoman’s eyes widened in realisation that Kiamling had understood her words.

“Which is worse,” Kiamling asked in English, genuinely curious, “to be bound at the feet or cinched at the waist?”

“Quite right,” said the older woman who had helped her dress. “We have more in common with each other. More with the horses in reins than with some of these so-called gentlemen betting on them.” She patted at the chaise longue, a hairbrush in hand. Kiamling sat meekly, letting her do something both comforting and entirely foreign to her hair, tying it and prodding it with pins until she was satisfied.

“Thank you,” she said with a bow. It felt strangely like something her mother should have done.

The woman smiled. Her hair was streaked with silver, but she held herself handsomely. “It is nothing. Tell me, child, what is your name?”

“Au Kiamling.”

She tried and failed to repeat the name back, laughing at her own inability. “Never mind, I shall call you Cora.”

It was such a strange choice that Kiamling had no response. The woman took her silence as assent.

“My name is Maria. Maria Bowring. Let us be friends, Cora.”

Bowring. The wife of Hong Kong’s governor had helped her dress. She was certain Por Por would have disapproved.

Lady Bowring pressed something into her hand. “A token of friendship.” It was a round metal compact, decorated with roses. She showed Kiamling how to open it. Inside was a circular mirror with two long cracks across it. “In British culture a broken mirror is bad luck, but I suspect you won’t mind. It’s rather fetching as a keepsake.”

A gift of misfortune. Kiamling tilted the polished surface this way and that, her own suspicious face reflected back in fragments. She could not tell if it was a slight to be given an item so broken and second-hand, or merely misplaced charity. Probably both.







Lessons
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“Do not say a word,” Miss Kim said when she returned to Archie. He had seen the outfit in a shop window in the European district and had been quite taken by it. It was not the latest fashion by any means, but it had reminded him of her. A blouse that at first glance was plain, but close up was hand-embroidered with a pattern of vines, almost invisible except to the wearer. The skirt did not flounce or billow like some overwrought thing but swung gently as she walked. Her hair looked less severe than usual too, a softness to the chignon her hair had been pinned into. A few strands fell loose on either side of her face.

He could imagine her in some literary salon in London, arguing with those who chose to live outside of conventional society. She would fit in well there. But more than that, he imagined her in that dress next to him as they walked round London. A London that in his homesick imagination was verdant and full of colour; where people smiled and no one wanted. Only a daydream, but there was no harm in indulging it. What would Miss Kim make of King’s College? Of Hyde Park and Buckingham Palace?

The real woman could barely walk without tripping over the layered skirts, which were far too long. Archie steadied her by the elbow.

“Not a word!” she repeated, finger raised in warning as she attempted to stomp on ahead, hampered greatly by the swishing skirt.

“I haven’t spoken,” he protested, grinning from ear to ear at the chaos he had created. His gaze lingered on her familiar leather belt, with its various pouches and bottles, buckled around her waist despite the incongruity of it. She patted the bulk of the batgua mirror at her hip, reassured by the trappings.

“No other waters can impress me, for I have seen the ocean,” Archie said in Cantonese, quoting a famous love poem he had read the other week. He hadn’t made a single misstep in his inflection. Miss Kim scowled, but her ears had gone completely red. It was an infinitesimal reaction, yet it tantalised him. There. He could read her now. Could elicit a reaction other than defensive disdain.

“That was several words. Sickly ones,” she threw over her shoulder. She had given up trying to mince over the uneven ground and hiked her skirts right up to find a good place to stand behind the fence. Archie saw the looks some of the racegoers gave her, but he delighted in her little acts of rebellion. Unafraid to be herself. He wished he could be so bold.

It was the ninth anniversary of the Happy Valley racecourse, and it was as if half of Hong Kong attended the festivities. Archie let the chatter wash over him.

“Number three is a sure bet, you’ll not find a finer beast this far east.”

“That’s what she said. A human face on a cicada. I do not know where she gets the imagination from.”

“Honestly, I don’t understand why they’re wasting their time on Indian weavers. I’m telling you, the mills in Manchester are where the industry is going.”

A small brass band puffed out a series of merry marching tunes while the horses were paraded before the grandstand, the jockeys in their breeches and flat caps waving to the crowd. They had even commissioned two stone guardian lions to act as a finish line at the end of the course. They had been carved with expressions of ferocious indifference: sitting back on their haunches, their flat noses flaring, the tight coils on their manes as big as fists.

Beside him, Miss Kim bristled.

“What’s wrong?” Archie said.

“The lions should not be facing each other. They are guardians, they should be facing outwards, at the entrance.” She put her foot on one of the higher planks of the fence.

“Miss Kim, you can’t climb over there!” Archie said, his throat bobbing in panic. “Even if they let you reach the lions, there’s no way you could move them by yourself. You’d need half a dozen men, ropes…”

She wavered for a moment. There was a wild look about her that reminded him of the heather that grew on the moors. Cut stems and vases did not suit her. Slowly her foot moved back down to the ground. Archie could see the worry in her face, crinkling her brow. He tried to reassure her further. “It’s just a lark, they aren’t really providing protection.”

It was the wrong thing to say, he knew it as soon as the words had left his mouth. Before he could repair the mistake, the brass band started up again and any conversation was lost beneath the cacophony. As a peace offering, he proposed they place a bet on a horse. At the bookmakers’ windows, the crowd was busier. Archie apologised the first time his shoulder jostled into her, but she hardly noticed, so intent was she on reading the chalkboard of horses’ names. The second time he did not move away, letting his arm rest against hers as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

“That one,” she said finally. “Sir Tristan!”

“Ah, Sir Tristan of Arthurian legend. The most tragic of love stories. He was sworn to—”

Miss Kim put a flat hand over his mouth, the utter surprise of it stopping him mid-sentence. “Is this story going to take long? I thought the races were starting soon.”

“Right you are. How about I meet you back by the fence?” Archie managed to push the words out in the correct order, ignoring how fast his heart was thudding in his chest. She did not appear to notice, or if she did, she was being polite about it. No, she definitely had not noticed. She would have called him out on it immediately, asking why he was acting all in a swoon. After she left, he surreptitiously touched his own hand to his lips. He could still smell her somehow. Joss sticks and smoke, with a hint of something sweeter underneath.

He joined the long queue for the bookmaker, head spinning. He had found himself seeking out her company more and more since his arrival. At first it had only been to practise his Cantonese. He had arrived in Hong Kong thinking things would be different in the colony. But the hierarchies that existed in London were still here, though less entrenched. Many of the civil servants in Government House had a smattering of the local language. They were not impressed by his cadetship whatsoever. He had found himself panicking, trying to stand out from the crowd as someone other than the scholarship student, the northern one, the one with no title to his name.

With Miss Kim it was different. They talked about their families, about the similarities and differences between their cultures. She had never once asked his annual income or where his family summered. And her confidence rubbed off on him. He spoke up in meetings more, put himself forward. What would Miss Kim do? he found himself thinking, using it as motivation to get through the day.

But this… his chest still tight as a coiled spring, his treacherous imagination going to places he had no right to dream about. This was new. Or at least he told himself that.

“Yes?” the bookmaker said, hardly looking up. Archie had reached the front of the queue.

“She really is something.”

“I’m sure she is, but are you placing a bet?”

Archie blinked. “Oh yes, my apologies. Sir Tristan, please.”

“Each way?”

“To win.”

“Fifty-to-one odds, sir, are you certain?”

“I’ll take my chances.”

The bookmaker handed him the slip and Archie was jostled out of the way by those behind him. Excitement filled the air as the band marched off the track and the horses for the first race moved into position. He waded through the other spectators, a mumbled apology on his lips for trodden-on toes and skirts. Miss Kim had climbed up two slats of the fence to see, head and shoulders above the other racegoers and indifferent to the looks of annoyance cast in her direction. Some of her hair had come loose, blowing in the breeze like velvet ribbons.

It was proving impossible to move against the tide of people. Archie changed tack, moving with them instead. He would just have to loop around and approach from the other side. He was going to miss the race! Frustration tightened his shoulders and he could feel the waves of disappointment taking the joy out of the day. He wanted to be by her side when the horses crossed the finish line. To see her reaction, to sketch the details of it in his memory so he would never forget.

He trotted now, stopping short of an outright run because of what people might think. Not that anyone was looking, eyes and binoculars all trained on the racetrack instead. The horses were off. Turning to look himself, he crashed into another person.

He tried to stand up, but must have hit his head harder than he realised. Dizzy, his vision dimmed around the edges.

“Get up, man, it’s starting.”

That was the last thing he remembered.







Chapter Twenty-Three
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The crowd was getting denser now, only the parasols levelled at head height keeping people at a distance. As the Europeans towered over her, Kiamling trained her eyes downwards on her way to the fence, her steps hobbled in her long skirts. A fine fur stole had fallen onto the grass, and with petty glee she stood on it with her muddy shoes. A squeal of pain reached her ears, and in front of her a woman turned. It was Madam Yau, the brothel owner, glaring as if the yiugwai hunter had murdered her firstborn. She disappeared into the crowd.

It was not difficult to elbow her way into a prime position, especially when she started talking to herself loudly in Cantonese. She was simply reciting all the food she had eaten in the last week, but the British racegoers avoided her eye like she was cursing them. There was something to be said for the freedom that came with being an outsider.

Archie was nowhere to be seen, so she asked the man next to her which horse was Sir Tristan. He pointed it out. It didn’t look like a lovelorn knight; more like a chestnut thoroughbred with one white sock. She glanced round one more time, but Archie’s affable face was nowhere to be seen. He was going to miss the race.

Then the starting pistol fired and all her attention was on the horses.

They galloped forward, sending clods of mud flying as they scrambled around the first bend. The crowd became animated, cheering and straining at the rails until the atmosphere infected Kiamling also. She yelled with the rest of them, waving her fist, engrossed in watching. Her horse was in the lead group, muzzle just behind the other two as they came round the second and third bends towards the finish line. Someone behind was pressed right up against her, waving a handful of betting slips just above her head.

The first horse crossed the finish line, then Sir Tristan, then the others in a messy clump. Kiamling clapped her hands together, the electric thrill of it still tingling through her. “Do we get anything for second place?” When she looked to Archie for a response, she recalled that he had not yet returned.

A horse reared up onto its hind legs. The jockey yelled as he clutched at the reins, but his mount tossed him from its back. He flew through the air, falling with an audible crack. Body crumpled in an inhuman position. Someone screamed; a few others fainted. A couple of horse handlers and trainers climbed the perimeter fence, running onto the track to grab the errant horse’s reins. The beast kicked out its back legs, whites of its eyes visible as foam dripped from its mouth. It whinnied in distress, a sound that came out gravelly and low, unlike the nickers and neighs of the gentle parade but an hour before.

The hairs on the back of Kiamling’s neck stood up, pulling tight on her skin. Something was not right. The horse shuddered, legs rigid and flailing at the same time. The straps on its saddle broke, the buckle lashing one handler across the face. The saddle slid to the ground, and growths swelled along the animal’s back.

Kiamling felt at her belt, but she had deliberately left her coin purse at home, hadn’t she? Smugly deciding Archie would pay for her whole day out. She could not see him in the press of the distressed crowd.

“Give me a coin,” she demanded of the man to her left.

“What? Are you begging at a time like this?”

She did not have the time to explain. She tried the woman on her right. “Please, any coin at all.” The woman pulled away as if what Kiamling had was catching.

Kiamling groaned in exasperation, pushing her way through the throng. She had tried to do it the honest way; the dishonest one was just so much faster. Her nimble hand slipped into the pocket of one gentleman, but all he had was a lousy pocket watch. She tried another, fingers finally finding a cool circle of metal.

“Hey!” he yelled, pulling his coat away, but she had already gone.

She had snagged a whole British shilling. Thievery was better paid than yiugwai hunting. She squashed a dried goji berry against the coin, wrapping them both in a fu talisman and placing it under her tongue. Her third eye blasted open, the people around her flaring in the red outlines of the living. The horses too. Except the one still rearing and fighting against the restraints. Its body was lined in red, but it flickered and spluttered like a flame being blown out. No, Kiamling realised as she narrowed her ordinary eyes, the colours were being consumed. Flickers of blue and white, like the dualism of the yin-yang swirls, fought over a fading red aura.

Another horse started rearing, twisting its head to bite at its mounted rider. Kiamling could see trails of blue and white reaching out from the finish line like threads seeking a target. One, then another, wrapping nooses of blue around the horses on the track. Turning them into something monstrous. A horn sounded, low and long. A hunting horn.

“Well, this isn’t good,” she muttered as she spat the coin into her hand. The fu had dissolved entirely, her third eye blinked closed once more. She’d known the guardian lions had been positioned incorrectly, but Archie’s complacency had shut down her misgivings. She should have done something. Por Por would have.

Her feet tangled in her flouncy skirts as she attempted to climb the white-painted barrier onto the racecourse. A kindly gentleman tried to talk her out of it. She gave him a look, silencing him immediately as she took a fistful of skirt in both hands and ripped to make it easier. Sorry, Archie, too late to ask if it was a loan or a gift.

Bulbous growths continued to bubble from the back of the first horse. The beast howled as a jagged edge pierced its hide. Sharp protrusions, like broken spears, pushed out and spread until they formed a pair of leathery wings. A horn twisted up out of the second horse’s forehead, gnarled and branching into a two-pronged antler. The other horses were in varied states of transformation, turning into all manner of horrors. The crowd whispered, uncertain, taking a few tentative steps back.

Then the mutated horses started to charge.

Kiamling rolled out of the way, a burst of qi the only thing saving her from being trampled. A horse with six legs and curved horns veered towards her. She threw down a fu talisman, but it had no effect, like fighting steel with paper. Another burst of qi to leap lightly onto its back and then off again before it could buck her from her position.

She tripped over her skirts once more, turning it into a roll forward, and tore yet another strip from the hem. Stupid, idiotic skirt! She reached the racecourse finish line, the imposing guardian lions still glaring at each other as if in challenge. She shoved her shoulder against one, trying pointlessly to change its position. The lions were a pair, solemnly pledged to protect doorways. Two halves of the same coin. But when facing each other, their attention was refocused on rivalry instead. Something had happened here. A rift opening once more, like at the Hungry Ghost Festival, and the horses that had crossed the threshold had triggered it, turning the racecourse into a threshold between realms.

That was it! If the horses could be possessed on the course, then perhaps the stone lions could be put to use also. Kiamling reached for a pair of fu, two fingers into the vial of blood ink to write the incantation. Por Por had never taught her this one; she would have to guess.

She smeared the words down the long strips. It felt like something was missing. She hesitated, then for good measure at the end added in English: devoted friends.

Archie’s phrase. Where in the eighteen hells was he? She hoped he’d had the sense to hide somewhere, but all sorts of terrifying images pushed into her mind. Archie trampled by the stampede of people. Skull crushed by the force of those hooves. Gored open by a horn. She shook her head, trying to dislodge the tension that had wedged like hot coals. Focus! She was no use to anyone wringing her hands over the Englishman. He could look after himself. She had to believe that.

She slapped a fu onto the forehead of one guardian lion, then the other. The paper fizzled as they shook out their manes. Paws bigger than her face padded down off stone pedestals and the two beasts stood either side of her, waiting as if to catch a ball.

Kiamling scratched under the chin of the lion on her right, patting the shoulder of the one on her left.

“Fetch.”







Chapter Twenty-Four


[image: A hexagonal symbol featuring a yin-yang design at the center, surrounded by eight trigrams.]

The guardian lions pounced, working as a pair to bring down the nearest horse. Kiamling swiftly followed, attaching a fu to the stallion’s forehead where three eyes glared at her. The yellow paper stopped the beast, but then began to slowly burn up, like a joss stick. It would not hold for long. She darted after the lions, throwing down fu after fu onto the mutated horses that the pair subdued. One horse bubbled like a beast dragged from the bog; another had lost the flesh of its head entirely, skull empty except for unblinking red globes glaring eerily. They kicked weakly and tried to dislodge the fu, not entirely immobilised. She needed something stronger.

Behind her, the spectators screamed, drawing her attention. The antlered horse had jumped the barrier, sending the crowd scattering as it lowered its head and ploughed into their midst. The one with leathery wings had taken to the sky, landing in the grandstand. Shots were fired. People spilt from the upper floors, jumping haphazardly to avoid the beasts.

Kiamling swore, throwing spools of red string to the dazed jockeys scattered on the racetrack. “Wind it around the fences, it’ll keep them in!” she instructed, not pausing to see if they understood.

She whistled, and the guardian lions ambled back towards her, tongues lolling and nostrils flaring. She was able to mount one, although holding on was a harder and much more uncomfortable task. Every jolt reminded her that yes, they were still made of stone. Then it stopped, so abruptly that she was thrown from her position on its back. Only her reflexes and qi saved her from breaking every bone in her body, landing in a deep sprawl on all fours.

The guardian lion had frozen in place mid-run, the fu talisman extinguished. The fu were designed to control geongsi and other malevolent beings, not statues. Kiamling cursed under her breath. Without the correct words and methods of binding, the effects were always going to be temporary. The second lion jumped the fence just as the jockeys wrapped red thread around the posts. It froze too, turning back to inanimate stone, its paws thudding heavily onto the ground.

Hastily Kiamling scribbled another couple of fu, willing them to last long enough to take out the final two errant horse demons. The lions shook out their manes and started to move again, unperturbed by the interlude. Kiamling yelled instructions as she ripped more strips from the bottom of her cumbersome skirts. How did women function in these preposterous things?

The antlered horse demon had charged up the stairs into the stands, stabbing one man through the shoulder with its horn. Most of the other spectators had scrabbled up and out of the seats, climbing over the rails and scattering in every direction. Only an older Englishwoman remained, hitting the beast across the muzzle with her closed parasol. “Get away from my George, you filthy scoundrel!” The injured man tried weakly to push her away, but the woman was not for listening.

The horse demon had clearly had enough. It bit at the woman’s parasol, chomping off the wooden tip, and then reared up to redirect its sharply spiked antler towards her head.

The elderly woman shoved the parasol once more into the beast’s face, opening it up as she did so. The ballooning shape caught the horse demon by surprise, and it crashed antler-first into the fine lace and metal spokes, tangled up with the motion. The woman twisted the parasol with all her might, a grim look of triumph on her face alongside the exertion. It forced the beast’s head sideways. Backwards it stumbled, falling down the stairs as it shook its head to remove the cage around its face.

“Now!” Kiamling shouted. Both guardian lions leapt forward. Unable to see, the beast could not avoid the onslaught, rolling and toppling entirely to the ground. Kiamling dashed forward with another fu, immobilising the demon horse where it lay.

She was running low. Her pouch only had two talisman slips left. Por Por’s voice lectured in her head, but how was she to know a day out at the races would turn to this? She had left her coin sword at home, knowing that they would not even have let her through the door with that. She rummaged through her other pouches: another spool of red string and a batgua mirror. That was it. She looked back at the grand archway that marked the entrance to the Happy Valley racecourse. She needed to re-create another gateway between realms. If she could open it, then the demon horses could be sent back from wherever the eighteen hells they had come from.

The subdued horses on the track had each burnt through their fu talisman, and now they charged towards the red threads hastily wrapped round the fences. The barrier repelled them with a shower of sparks. The threads would only be able to take two or three direct hits before they snapped.

Overhead screams reminded Kiamling that the winged demon horse was still terrorising the upper tier of the grandstand. She would never have admitted it aloud, but she could really do with some help.

The older Englishwoman had shouldered her injured partner down the stairs, another closed parasol in her hands as if she found comfort in her makeshift weapon. She looked Kiamling in the eye, sizing her up immediately. “What can we do?”

The yiugwai hunter put the last spool of string into the woman’s hands and pointed at the archway. “Wrap it between the pillars, as many times as you can. Then get as far away from here as possible.”

The woman nodded brusquely. “You heard the girl, George, stop dallying around.” The man groaned, but all the same took the end of the thread and shuffled forward.

Kiamling ran back to the grandstand, taking the steps two at a time with one stone lion behind her and one in front. The wood groaned under their weight, but she did not have time to worry about that. Upstairs, the cornered spectators had been crushed into the back corner as the winged horse demon reared up at them with heavy hooves.

A revolver fired, one round square between the beast’s eyes, four into its body, and one going wide and piercing a leathery wing. There was no blood where the bullets had entered, and the entry holes closed up almost immediately. The horse flinched like a mosquito had bitten it, and six metal pellets dropped from its skin, clattering onto the wooden floor. The officer holding the gun shook, trying and failing to reload the empty chambers until the beast smacked him with the side of its head and he fell clear off the side.

Lady Bowring cowered with the other woman from the powder room, the governor partially in front of them. He had no weapon other than an ornate silver-headed cane. Without hesitation, Kiamling climbed onto the back of the stone lion in front. It pounced, paws like heavy boulders coming down on the winged beast’s front hooves. The nightmare horse shrieked in protest, taking a chunk of stone from the lion’s ear with a vicious bite.

Kiamling used the moment to leap, qi boosting her across the expanse of air onto the demon horse’s back. Sloppy. The impact pushed the breath from her lungs, her qi entirely spent. She slipped, grabbing onto a leathery wing just as her head hit one of the wooden pillars in the grandstand. Her vision blurred, blackening at the edges. The horse bucked and reared to dislodge her. She grabbed a handful of mane and righted herself, thankful for her morning exercises, her balance instinctively keeping her from falling.

The guardian lions leapt, one with its jaws around the horse’s fetlock, the other just behind. A telltale shimmer passed through them both as their fu burnt away. The weight of the stone dragged the winged horse down to the floor, Kiamling along with it. Pain shot up her side as she struggled under their combined weight. The floorboards beneath her creaked unhappily.

The second guardian lion had toppled backwards, unbalanced on three feet mid-stride, crashing against a supporting pillar. The roof groaned as the pillar cracked through the middle. Ceiling beams and tiles crashed down on one side as the remaining spectators screamed and made for the stairs.

Kiamling strained with a new fu in hand, reaching for the lion crushing her under its weight. She stretched, fingertips nearly there. Just a tiny bit further…

The floorboards beneath her gave way, and she bit through the agony to thrust the talisman and herself forward, squeezing her eyes closed as she flung her arms around the lion’s neck. The winged horse fell with a grotesque shriek, but Kiamling was not yet pulp on the ground. She risked opening one eye.

The guardian lion cocked its head at her, licking her face with a cold, rough tongue. Kiamling was dangling over a hole that now extended down two floors. Only her arms around the stone lion had saved her. “I, um… Thank you. Can we… Maybe some solid ground?”

The other lion looked worse for wear. Most of its tail and its front paw had chipped off in the fall, but it shimmered back to life dutifully, limping over for a chin rub with Kiamling’s last talisman firmly pressed to its forehead.

Downstairs, the red string corralling the mutant horses on the racetrack had finally broken. The beasts ploughed towards the unarmed spectators.

“Soldiers, form ranks!” Governor Bowring commanded. His voice rang loud, and despite the pandemonium, the scattered men lined up with him. A motley crew holding empty revolvers by the barrel, riding crops and fine walking sticks.

Kiamling put two fingers in her mouth and whistled, making them all turn. “Here, get them in here!” she said, pointing at the archway, which was now covered in criss-crossing red threads. Bowring gave her a perplexed look and then turned his back, pretending not to have heard.

There was no time to be annoyed at his disdain. Not right now. She switched to Cantonese, calling the guardian lions over. “Round them up!”

“Hold, hold!” Bowring demanded as the demon horses galloped towards their position. Abandoned parasols and top hats were crushed beneath the rumble of hooves. One man fell onto his rear, scrambling backwards on his hands and feet. Another couple broke away with a shake of their heads as they ran.

Before the crushing tide reached the defenders, the guardian lions bounded in at one side, roaring ferociously and nipping at the horses’ legs. They worked together, one side and the other, curving the herd away from the spectators and towards the archway threaded with red.

The lead horse passed through the arch. The string flared as it galloped across the threshold. A dark blue shadow caught in the threads, but the horse passed through unscathed. One by one the animals reverted to their original form, a few collapsing on the other side from gunshot wounds. The red strings pulsed and stretched as if something was caught within their web, pushing and tearing to be let out.

Kiamling stared. She had got them through the gate, separated horse from monster. Beyond that, she had not had the chance to think of a next step. Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm her, to dull all her senses entirely. Now what? Someone called her name. Distantly. Scoldingly. It was Por Por. From between the pulsing red threads, a word at a time, her grandmother criticised her.

Why

haven’t

you

closed

the

door

yet?

Por Por was right. The door needed to be shut. Kiamling whistled again, and the stone lions bounded over, waiting for their treat. One last scratch of their ears. “My devoted friends,” she said, emotional all of a sudden. They were just stone, nothing to get attached to, yet she was reluctant to let them go.

She walked them to the outside of the archway, facing them out towards the road as they should have been positioned all along. “Sit.” Obediently both lions sat on their haunches. The fu on their foreheads burnt out and they turned back into immovable stone. Inside the archway, myriad voices shrieked. Finger-like tendrils tried to prise the door back open. Kiamling used her batgua mirror to deflect them, the tendrils wincing and retracting. Finally they disappeared entirely, dissipating like smoke in the wind.

Only then did she allow her knees to crumple beneath her. Only then did she fully comprehend that she had indeed heard Por Por’s voice.

For the first time in a long time, she had also done as she was told: even though that had meant slamming the door in her grandmother’s face.







Chapter Twenty-Five
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Kiamling waited for the accolades. An invitation to Government House to have high tea with the governor would have sufficed, but she secretly coveted one of those shiny medals she had seen pinned to the jackets of the senior officers. She rested, healed, ate, tried and failed to wash and mend the skirt Archie had given her, assigning it to the rag pile instead. Then she waited.

And waited.

And waited.

Neither knocks nor invitations appeared at her door. Not even the usual requests for her yiugwai-hunting services. She frowned as she cleaned out the ancestral shrine and refreshed the cups of tea. Even Jingling had not come running home to check she was all right. Still giving her big sister the silent treatment.

Kiamling’s foot tapped on the floor as she sorted out her equipment, telling herself she was not bothered. So what that they hadn’t given her a pat on the back; that was not why she did the job. Say it often enough and she might even believe it.

She cleaned her coin sword diligently. The circular coins with square holes at their centre looked like everyday coins at first glance, but there were differences. Rather than being inscribed with characters denoting their worth, each coin had been individually struck with a hammer to stamp words of power on their surface. Then they had been carefully washed in salt water, dried on red cloth and left out before Chung Kwai’s shrine to be blessed.

Kiamling had ached for days after striking the coins, her grandmother there with a caustic remark each time she had stopped to rest her aching shoulders. Jingling had made the tassel, a good-luck charm with wide knotted loops tied to the hilt. It was grimy now with dried mud, the loops bent out of shape. A few of the coins were chipped and bent from use.

Enough.

Kiamling fastened her belt around her waist and strapped the sword to her back. Sitting at home moping would get her nowhere. She would do a circuit to check the shrines and blessings, whether anyone asked her to or not. Yanking the door open, she was faced with Hoi’s fist at the level of her forehead, a second away from knocking.

“How long have you been standing there like a stone lion?” she said in lieu of a greeting.

“About as long as it’s been since you last washed. An effective ward against geongsi, I suppose. Customers too.”

Kiamling sniffed at her armpit, feigning nonchalance even though he might have a point. “I have plenty of customers.”

He looked behind him for the imagined queue of business and then raised an eyebrow.

“What do you want? I have a job to do,” Kiamling said, pretending he hadn’t got to her. She pulled the door closed, marching ahead towards the harbourfront so that he would have to jog to keep up. It gave her a vindictive feeling of satisfaction that even though he towered over her, she could still set a faster pace without breaking sweat.

“Believe it or not, I came to check if you were okay. People have been taken into hospital after the Happy Valley incident. A yellow-fever outbreak.”

Kiamling stopped abruptly, causing Hoi to crash into her back. His hands grabbed her shoulders for a moment as he mumbled an apology she barely heard. “What do you mean, a yellow fever outbreak? It was a yiugwai attack… one like I’ve never seen before.”

Hoi swivelled her to face him, not answering her at first. He put a hand on her forehead, looked into the whites of her eyes, took her arm and pushed up her long sleeve to examine her tanned skin. For once Kiamling did not push him away, sensing the concern in his actions. He was the only one who had checked if she was on her sickbed. “Are you quite done?”

“That’s the official story the British are telling. Yellow fever and strange hallucinations. The cost of mosquito oil has jumped, the East India Company men are guzzling quinine like it’s tea. It’s all anyone can talk about.”

“Yellow fever does not explain horses sprouting extra parts, running rampant and attacking people. It does not explain the damage to the grandstand!”

“There was a stampede, and several horses had to be shot for public safety. The collapse of the grandstand is being blamed on poor workmanship.”

So not only had they taken away her moment of victory, they were also casting aspersions on Foreman Leung’s building skills. Kiamling’s shoulders drooped. The vision of shaking hands and sharing scones with the governor disappeared in a puff of smoke.

“Ah Kiam, if it happened the way you said, then you saved a lot of people. Whether or not they acknowledge that, you know the good you have done.” Hoi gor’s eyes were pitying and Kiamling did not like it. He was still holding her, looked like he was tempted to turn it into a proper embrace. She pushed him away.

“The way I said? So you don’t believe me either.”

“That’s not what I meant…”

“It is what you thought. How could the British with their education and superior machines be wrong here. It must be the yiugwai hunter. The unfortunate wretch.”

“I didn’t—”

Kiamling didn’t give him a chance to finish. Wasting burst after burst of qi, she pushed speed into her feet, putting more distance between them than there had been since he had returned from across an ocean.
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Along the busier streets near the harbour, Kiamling pushed her shoulders back and slowed her steps to a confident walk. The damage from the fires during Hungry Ghost Festival was all but erased. For weeks there had been blackened, burnt-out shopfronts where the flames had leapt from building to building as if along a long fuse. Kiamling had been hired to add extra protective measures to many of them, with carefully angled batgua mirrors at junctions and extra offerings made to aggrieved spirits. Back when the local community still had faith in her.

But the hum of building work was constant in Hong Kong. Wooden structures appeared in days. Those who could afford brick would have to wait weeks, but all the same, new houses and shops were being thrown up like a potter at the wheel. Many of the shops had changed hands, but business was booming all the same.

“You!” shouted a vicious voice. It was Mr Soon, whose dried-food store had been partially damaged in the fire. He pushed a cart on two wheels filled with his wares, and half of his hair had come loose from his queue. “You did this!”

Kiamling was confused. Last time she’d seen him, he had been reconstructing, had even approached her for extra protections. Come to think of it, he had not yet paid for those…

“I had everything. A thriving business, a shop! And then you came with demon horses after I had put it all on a sure bet. The moneylenders have taken everything. Because of you!”

How was that her fault? Kiamling knew better than to voice her opinion. “I apologise for your misfortune, Soon sang. But can I check, you remember them, right? Monstrous horses? It wasn’t a hallucination.”

It was entirely the wrong thing to say.

“Everything you touch turns bad. You are cursed! Women yiugwai hunters? Pah, we all knew it wouldn’t work. Female energy isn’t strong enough.”

Kiamling felt her rage like a bubbling claypot, threatening to crack her open. “Soon sang—”

“Everyone is saying it,” the man hissed, getting into his stride now. “Did you murder your grandmother as well? We all know you were jealous of her.”

She could bear it no longer. She turned from his jagged words and the half-truths that hid within them. Behind her, his words still found her ears. “Go then, go run to the British. Eat the leavings from their table.”

For the second time that day, Kiamling ran. At the harbourfront, the fisherfolk barely gave her a glance, used to the noise of arguing between neighbours. Kiamling felt like she had a fu across her own forehead. Cursed, he had called her. If only it was that easy. She would villain-hit it out of herself with an old shoe. A quick fix. The reality was, her own complacency and confidence had done this. Por Por had been right after all.

The bells of St John’s Cathedral rang noon, dragging her out of her musings just as she passed a water pump. Wallowing would get her nowhere. She washed the grime from her face and neck, borrowing a rag and a bucket. Dirt was engrained into the lines in her hands as if it was part of her skin. Her hair needed a wash too, but even she was not blasé enough to do that in the middle of the street. She splashed the remaining water over her feet, returning the bucket to its hook by the pump.

Already she felt better. She knew what she needed to do. Find Jingling.

Por Por would never forgive her if something happened to her younger sister, but it was much more than that. Kiamling missed her. Missed her cheerful singing and unwavering support. She had convinced herself Jingling had no part in yiugwai hunting, but decompressing and sharing with her sister in the early mornings was how she reflected on her own skills. Jing-Jing offering her insights, ideas of how to tackle things or how to smooth over differences with their grandmother.

It was time she swallowed that stubbornness of hers and apologised to her sister for what had happened at the Hongkong Hotel. It had been long enough now that her pride had deflated, leaving behind only the guilt. It pulled her in every direction until she felt like a frayed rope about to snap. She would apologise and then come clean about the night of the Hungry Ghost Festival too.

She walked past St John’s, the small graveyard already filling up with headstones. Many a European vessel arrived with bodies aboard, people falling sick during the long and arduous voyage. Then there were those struck down by illness in the first few weeks. Tropical diseases, they called it, although Kiamling suspected the balance between the body’s yin and yang was off.

By the door of the cathedral, the dour priest was deep in discussion with—

“Archie!” Kiamling blurted before she could stop herself.

The Englishman’s face was lined with worry, but it lit up as he caught her eye. He turned to greet her, his right arm in a sling. Reverend Nairns said one more thing to him, dropping something into his hand before heading into the building, at no point even acknowledging Kiamling’s presence.

The young Englishman trotted across the cemetery towards her.

“What happened to your arm? In fact, where did you go after the races? I tried to find you, but they made me leave. I left messages for you at Government House as well.” Kiamling’s questions tumbled in a heap, her worries quite disproportionate to his injuries. He had not been in the grandstand or with the severely wounded being treated by the doctor immediately after she had closed the portal. She had known he would be okay, and yet without seeing it with her own eyes, she still had her doubts. Perhaps it was his affable manner, or how his head was in the clouds, but Archie seemed likely to walk right off a cliff if someone didn’t remind him to look.

Before he could answer, fat raindrops started to fall. The sky was heavy and Kiamling recognised the warning signs of a deluge. She tugged Archie’s cuff, drawing him towards the gate-like structure at the end of the cemetery. They ducked under the tiled roof as the rain started to pelt the ground. They would soon be soaked to the skin if they stayed out in the open.

“Well?” she said, not letting up on her interrogation.

“Oh, it was rather ridiculous, truth be told. With the press of people in all the chaos, I slipped and knocked my arm. I suspect it’s just bruised and swollen, but the good doctor wanted me to rest it in case it’s fractured.” His hair flopping over his eyes, embarrassed about the injury.

Not everyone had to kick and punch their way through life. Kiamling wished she was valued for her mind more than her brawn. She hesitated in voicing her thoughts aloud, having experienced bruised male egos before. She was not sure how Archie would take it. How she wanted him to take it. Did not want him to know how worried she had been – even if she had pretended otherwise – since the Happy Valley episode.

Archie excelled at other things. As much as she liked to tease him, he had picked up Cantonese quicker than any of the other Europeans she had met. He was full of moments of introspection. Subtle moments of kindness rather than the big, brash strokes. He did not demand to be seen as some of the other British did; did not expect the whole room to bend to his presence. Something about him put her at ease entirely, no small feat for someone as guarded as she was.

She found herself staring for far too long, her thoughts lost somewhere between tracing the line of his nose and the tiny dimple next to his mouth. He was looking at her with a peculiar expression. Wait, was she drooling or something? She turned with feigned nonchalance, dabbing her face with her sleeve. Frantically trying to find a subject that would change the intensity of his focus. “Archie, did you see what happened at Happy Valley?”

The young man rubbed his temple sheepishly with the back of his knuckles. A set of rosary beads clinked gently, the cross dangling from his fist. He noticed her gaze and thrust his hand into his pocket. “I’m afraid I also hit my head. Knocked out cold for the stampede and everything that ensued. What an awful mess. I’m glad you came out of it unscathed. I asked for you afterwards, but everyone seemed so confused about the whole thing, and this morning you weren’t home when I knocked.”

Kiamling’s last hope for corroboration was dashed by his utterances. Unscathed, he’d called her. She could not argue with that when he had injured his arm and head. But the strength of her physical body, her qi and her ability to heal quicker than most, was no panacea for her current social ailments. She had thought it difficult before, as a respected yiugwai hunter being constantly appraised by her por por and envious of her sister’s lack of responsibility. She hadn’t realised how much further she had to fall.

She stuck her hand out from the safety of their shelter, letting the torrential rain pelt her palm. At least he had tried to check on her. That was something.

“Miss Kim, are you quite all right?” Archie asked.

“My name is not Kim, it’s Kiamling. Kiam Ling. It means Sword Spirit. I was forged to cut down the undead. Demons and monsters aren’t just in your story books; they walk among us.”

“I… I don’t…”

She turned away, not wanting to hear any more stammered excuses. It bothered her more than she cared to admit. Somewhere along the line, while she had been tutoring him in Cantonese, she had started to care about his opinion. His hand closed around her wrist and he pulled her back in where it was dry. The rain was so heavy now, she could hardly hear him.

“You really believe, don’t you? You’re not embarrassed about who you are?” He spoke slowly, as if in awe.

“Why would I be embarrassed?”

“Of what other people think. Of being ridiculed.”

Kiamling had always been treated like a pariah by the local community, but there was still a degree of respect. People did not want to know what happened when they were all safely tucked up in their beds, but they slept well knowing someone else was dealing with it. Like a good-luck talisman that they only half believed in but were also loath to throw away. She patted her coin sword and arched an eyebrow wryly. “They cover their ears so the bad luck does not rub off, but they do not dare ridicule me.”

“I envy you,” Archie said, with such honest admiration that Kiamling did not know where to look. His hand still encircled her wrist, touch feather-light as if he might break her. No one envied a yiugwai hunter; the very notion was ridiculous. She found herself frozen in place, as if he had found her paralysis points with his words.

“You know what this is?” he said, moving closer as he tipped his head up, listening to the rain’s patter overhead. “A lychgate.”

“A what?” Kiamling asked, curiosity piqued despite herself. She was aware of his proximity more than she had ever been during their lessons. How it would only take a half-step more to lean her cheek against the lapel of his jacket. What would it smell like? Chung Kwai protect her, where had her sleep-deprived brain gone? She was thankful he had changed the subject. The awkwardness between them was something she did not know what to do with. It was better that she did not dwell on it.

Archie broke his hold on her, running a hand down one of the side beams of the gate they sheltered under. “A lychgate. Back home in the country, people carried their dead miles upon miles to the nearest church for burial. When they got here, they would shelter under the lychgate until the priest was ready. You couldn’t just walk into a church with a corpse, could you?”

“A gateway between the living and the dead.”

He smiled. “You make everything sound so ominous.”

“Isn’t it? Door are places of transition.”

“I don’t know about doors. But I know you’re not afraid of things most other people are.”

“You are afraid of a gate?” Kiamling scoffed.

“Not with you here. I’m fairly certain the monsters would stay far away.”

Despite the rain, there it was again: that warm feeling that she did not know what to do with. It made her feel vulnerable. “If only other people stayed away too!”

Her words came out brittle. A harsh line, opening up a gap between them again. Archie took the comment to mean him. She could have corrected him. Said, No, not you. You are different. But she didn’t.

The rain eased, the sudden storm over just as quickly. She still had a sister to find. She brought the conversation awkwardly to an end, Archie promising that he would tell her if he saw Jingling.

There was no other reason to linger.

A futile few hours searching Jing-Jing’s favourite haunts led Kiamling back to her own door. At least Hoi gor was nowhere to be seen. At least she could finally catch up on all the sleep she kept moaning about. Even these bitter victories did not make up for the hollowness that rang inside her.

The front door was ajar.

She crouched low, drawing her coin sword as she darted behind a nearby tree. She could hear noises from within the house. Scrapes and mutters. She moved under the window, trying to peer inside, but there was not enough light to see by. An intruder, human in form, was rummaging through her belongings. Wait, was that her undergarments?

She kicked open the door, qi for strength poised in her arms as she yelled out to the pervert. A startled figure stood up, dropping the pile of clothes.

“Wong Keilin?” The incredulity in Kiamling’s voice was clear. Her co-conspiring potwasher from the teahouse was the last person she’d expected to break into their hovel.

“Jing-Jing gave me her key!” Keilin said, holding the evidence up as her eyes widened. She had rarely seen Kiamling in yiugwai hunting mode, never mind from swordpoint.

“She’s at yours?” The tension eased from Kiamling’s limbs. At least she knew where her sister was staying.

“Yes, she’s with me. She can stay for as long as she wants.” Keilin gestured to the clothes she was packing into a rough sack.

Kiamling nodded for her to continue, sitting down on the squat stool by the hearth. It was pathetic; she was so lonely that the mere presence of someone else in the house gave her comfort. She desperately wanted to prolong it.

“Stay for dinner before you go?” she offered. She reached for the pair of lap cheong, the preserved sausages that had caused such a ruckus, still hanging on a hook on the wall. You wouldn’t have got the lap cheong, Por Por had said. Kiamling had fervently wished her grandmother would just disappear, giving her the opportunity to prove herself. Look where that had got her: disgraced in the community and with a younger sister who wasn’t talking to her.

“Sorry, Jing-Jing is waiting… she’s with me now.” With me. Why did Keilin keep saying that phrase as if it was supposed to mean something? Well, of course if Jing-Jing was staying at Keilin’s house she was with… Oh. The pieces fell into place as Keilin hunched her shoulders nervously. Kiamling thought of all the times her sister had come by the teahouse to hang. How Jing-Jing and Keilin would end up laughing at something like a pair of children. Walking together to the well to draw water, leaving Kiamling doing two people’s jobs rather than one. That, she very belatedly realised, was flirting.

She opened her mouth and then closed it again like the goldfish she was. Jingling’s adamant refusal to consider marriage. How she had talked about the Golden Orchid Society, vowing that one day they would run away together and live in a sisterhood. For Kiamling the appeal had been the independence. It never occurred to her that Jingling might be more interested in the physical relationship with other women. How many times had her sister tried to tell her, without using the precise words?

“It’s all very new,” Keilin reassured her, inching away as if Kiamling might pick the coin sword back up and start waving it around in a rage. Was she the equivalent of an overprotective parent? She supposed she was. Had been rather smothering of late.

She nodded, too dazed to answer.

“She misses you, Kiamling. I know her well enough to recognise that.”

“Keilin, am I really that terrifying?”

Keilin put down her bag and stopped moving towards the door. She took the forgotten lap cheong from Kiamling’s hands and put them back on the peg. “You aren’t, Ah Kiam, not really. But maybe you should stop trying to fix everything and everyone. Have some fun now and then; you might find out you actually like it.”

Fun? Kiamling wasn’t even sure what that looked like. She did not like the pity on Keilin’s face.

Heart-to-heart clearly over, the other woman hastily retreated to the door. “You should call on her sometime. At my place, or on Tai Ping Shan Street.”

The street name snapped Kiamling out of her annoyance. “What?”

Keilin shrugged. “She works there four or five nights a week.”

Her precious little sister, the darling of the Au family, was working in the entertainment district. At a brothel.
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Tai Ping Shan Street was named for the hill at the heart of Hong Kong island, the one the British had renamed Victoria Peak. As the colony had grown beyond the port, streets had been carved into the northern face of the hill. Steep-staired ladder streets ran north to south, connecting those that ran parallel to the harbourfront. Further up the incline were dense forests of rubber trees with their hanging aerial roots, where macaques and other animals still roamed free.

Tai Ping Shan Street lay between the Chinese district to the west and the European district to the east, perfectly placed as a thriving area of entertainment. It was infamous for the many brothels and opium dens tightly packed together there. The noise from the establishments continued late into the night. Chatter and smoke from where men and women alike shared pipes.

It had been two days since Keilin had told her about Jingling working in one of the brothels on the island. Two days of anger, disbelief and finally curiosity, overwhelming enough that she had to see for herself.

“Join us for a cup of tea,” one woman called from a doorway. Her features had been powdered so flat and white she could have been painted on a bamboo scroll.

Before Kiamling could respond, someone grabbed her by the shoulder. Her hand went to her sword hilt, but the merchant who peered down on her was no threat. The cloying smell of mau toi lingered around his expensive robes. Curious, he asked, “Are you a boy or a girl?”

“I’m not for sale.”

“Everyone is for sale.” Nevertheless he ambled over to the woman in the doorway instead, arm around her shoulder in place of a greeting.

“Opium?”

“Only the finest,” the woman said smoothly.

Kiamling thought fast, stopping at one of the many flower shops to buy an armful of blooms, the basket too. The bright array drew attention away from her face and body, and now she did have something to sell.

The brothels on the street varied vastly, from dilapidated shacks with women outside who most certainly had been bought and sold, their miserable expressions making their feelings clear on the matter; to huge two-storey buildings with ornate fretwork windows, the sound of merrymaking and music wafting from the open shutters. Her nose picked up the smell of roasted meats and dim sum, surprised that they served food and not merely flesh. Keilin had not told her which brothel Jingling worked at, but if she knew her sister – and she did, despite everything, still know her – it would be the biggest and finest establishment on the street.

She did not want to embarrass her again, but if Jingling was working at a brothel, she at least needed to see the place. Check its safety, that staff were not being mistreated. This time, she vowed to herself, she wouldn’t cause a scene.

The most opulent brothel was easy to spot: that would be the huge building that sat in the middle of the row. A sign painted in gold and red declared it to be the Pavilion of Spring Buds, a name so obtuse that Kiamling snorted. Might as well call itself a chicken coop. She was pleased at her own joke, even though Archie wasn’t here for her to explain it to, then watch him turn a darker and darker shade of red.

A few women loitered at the door, but unlike at the other brothels, they did not call customers over with offers of wine, smoking pipes or good company. They stood with fans covering most of their faces, glancing out of sleepy-lashed eyes. The patrons flocked to them. Even Kiamling was magnetised, wanting to draw the statuesque beauties into conversation.

“Flower?” she offered in what she hoped was her most charismatic tone. Her voice squeaked. The woman on her right gave her a glowing smile and pulled the ornate brass ring on the door to open it, taking one stem from the bundle with a wink. The smell of jasmine and lotus petals curled up to Kiamling’s nose.

“Go on in, little sister, quick, before the madam sees you. I wish us both good business tonight.”

Inside, the front room of the brothel was not dissimilar to the finer taverns on the island. In the centre was a small stage where a woman played a peipa as two others danced with fans. Scattered customers and courtesans lounged at low tables with stacks of steamed dim sum and elegant teapots; others sat in discreet alcoves lining the walls, smoking opium pipes. The room was double height, with the upstairs balcony also filled with patrons, standing as they watched. Kiamling could see doors on the first floor, presumably leading to bedchambers for more private encounters.

She felt physically sick. Jing-Jing being intimate with Keilin was one thing. Kiamling was unbothered either way now that she understood better where her sister’s inclinations lay. But working here, selling her body to anyone with coin in their pocket… They had both known people like that back in Canton. Families so impoverished they had sold their daughters off. It was a hard life. A rare few thrived within the profession, saving money to buy out their contracts and start businesses of their own. Did her sister really need the money that badly? If so, Kiamling had sorely let her down.

“Mind where you are going!” a man snapped in English as he hurtled into her shoulder. He polished a pair of round spectacles on his handkerchief before perching them back on his nose. By the look of his loosened bow tie and the telltale white powder about his chin, he had already visited one of the private rooms.

Kiamling hid her face behind her basket of flowers. “A bouquet for the lady?”

He recoiled, muttering an excuse as he headed for the door, exactly as Kiamling had hoped. She had recognised him. Francis Peake, secretary to the governor, one of those who had sat in the front row during the Ghost Festival performance. He looked more sallow than he had before, skin almost jaundiced under the oil lamps. Or perhaps, Kiamling mused wickedly, he simply did not have the stamina for the courtesans upstairs.

She moved through the room, making a lackadaisical attempt to sell the flowers. Some of the men surprised her by buying a few stems, offering them to the women pouring tea or heating their opium pipes. “Why do you never come upstairs with me?” one American man protested to the beauty next to him, having spent far too many coins on a wilting peony.

“You cannot afford me.” The courtesan patted her lap indulgently.

The man laid his head on her legs and lifted the opium pipe back to his lips. He sighed hopelessly. “I cannot.”

The woman looked at Kiamling, eyes steely as though she had drawn a blade. The hairs prickled on the yiugwai hunter’s arms. Something was not right in here. She had ignored it at first, put her discomfort down to worrying about Jingling, about being in a brothel. But Kiamling was not an innocent. She knew that it was just another business. They too had shrines, to Bak Mei San, god of flower boats and pleasure houses. Por Por had taken on jobs in Tai Ping Shan Street; she had just declined to ever let Kiamling accompany her.

A hooded figure swept in. Immediately the courtesans fluttered around, bringing hot face towels, pouring tea and helping them remove their cloak. It was the madam of the house. Madam Yau Yuhuan was the most striking woman Kiamling had ever met. Taller than most men, even the Europeans, she was like an ancient ginkgo tree, providing a canopy to those who grew under her care. Her face was very lightly powdered, her eyes and brows precise strokes of a brush on the page. Kiamling knew without a doubt that she would be versed in chess, in calligraphy, painting and music. She was the type who could hold her own in a poetry recital and drink most men under the table. This was the essence she exuded as soon as she stepped into the room.

Madam Yau glided around her empire. Unhurried. Stopping here to chat to a patron, there to touch the cheek of one of her workers, patting the head of another. She laughed good-naturedly as one of the servers pointed out the leaves that had adhered to her hair. Strapped to her back was a fabric-knotted bundle, long and bulky enough to conceal a weapon.

Kiamling flattened herself behind pillars, moving cautiously into the shadows as she tracked the brothel owner to a back room curtained off from the entertainment. If the courtesan from before had given her a mild feeling of unease, Madam Yau’s appearance had every bit of training ringing inside her skull like the cathedral bells down by the harbour.

The peipa player finished to a smattering of applause, and as the dancers left the raised stage, a familiar figure took their place. Jingling wore a beautiful emerald-green top, a contrasting black floral border around the collar and wide sleeves, with a matching skirt beneath. It was unlike anything either sister wore day to day around the island, more similar to the opera singers’ outfits. Her hair had been styled into a low chignon.

She smiled at the room, a crescent that made her cheeks glow like a candle cupped within a paper lantern. Her warm eyes greeted customers and courtesans alike as if they were beloved friends she had not seen in many months. Behind her, a tsang player strummed the opening chords.

If her voice at the Hongkong Hotel had been birdsong, here it was like a familiar taste at the end of a meal. Sweet and temperate in the belly, like a half-remembered childhood memory. Kiamling was thankful she was slightly behind her sister’s position, unnoticed as yet. How had she never before realised that Jingling had such stage presence? She commanded the room not with bluster, but with a gentle breeze. It was as if the pillars themselves leant in to better hear her. She reached a hand overhead as she held a high note, fingers curved upwards towards the roof like a crane stretching out its neck. On the left side of her head, beads dangled from a familiar hair stick: the one Kiamling had bought her.

She wore it still. Despite the awful argument and the refusal to come home. There was still a chance to glue back the broken pieces of their relationship. Hope swelled in Kiamling’s chest. It would be easy now to catch her sister’s eye. Mouth the words of apology and wait until her performance ended. Then they could be friends again. She just had to take the first step.

A self-destructive streak obliterated the image. She was only here to see what sort of work Jingling engaged in, not as an admission of wrongdoing. If Jingling did not need her, she hardly needed Jingling either. After all, she was the elder sister; she was absolutely fine by herself.

Stubbornly she ducked away before Jingling’s gaze could find her, sneaking under the curtain where Madam Yau had gone. It was a private office, dominated by a large wooden desk. It could have been opulent were it not for the stacks of chairs she nearly tripped over, the folded bed linen and rugs that accumulated like cobwebs in the corner. At least the mess made it easier for her to crouch down and observe what the brothel owner was up to.

Madam Yau had placed her parcel down on the desk and was talking as she undid the knots. “We’re safe now.”

Prickles ran up Kiamling’s spine. She waited for a chest to open or a hand to push aside one of the scrolls hanging on the walls. The response did not come. Only the quiet sound of the woman unravelling the tightly wound string. Inside the parcel were four tattered paper umbrellas. She opened one of them over her head, despite being inside, despite the weather having been dry all day. Something like salt sprinkled from the bamboo spokes, scattering over Madam Yau’s head and heaping into a mound on the floor.

The white powder shimmered and re-formed, hissing upwards in curls of smoke. Swirling into the shape of a woman. She was emaciated, skin puckered like it had been pulled too tight over her bones. Her neck was long enough to look around corners, to swivel her head completely. Her mouth a darning needle, thin and long, and her eyes all white with no pupils. Her black hair fell loose to her waist and her white robes were blood-splattered. One red stain bloomed at her waist, rivulets dripping down her leg and arm. All of this was clear to Kiamling, even though the woman’s outline flickered and she was entirely transparent. It was a lui gwei. A vengeful female ghost.
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Madam Yau opened the second umbrella. Then the third. Each housed another ghost. They were like strays, huddled together in their bloody robes, wary of the older woman. They had the look of women used to being kicked when they were down; who expected the blow long before it came.

Of course it was just an act. Everyone knew lui gwei were vengeful spirits. Treacherous monsters who sucked the qi from their victims faster than any geongsi. Their appetite was insatiable. Kiamling’s initial shock had kept her rooted in place. Seeing the madam harbouring ghosts was the last thing she had expected. Now her disbelief melted into liquid anger. Here, in a place where her own sister was still singing outside, great wrongs occurred. Well, not on her watch!

She leapt forward from her hiding position, coin sword in hand, flinging fu talismans towards the malevolent spirits, the yellow slips burning on contact. The lui gwei shrieked and covered their faces with their hands. She thrust her sword forward, knocking the last umbrella from the madam’s hands, then pivoted to sever the head of the closest vengeful ghost.

Madam Yau’s fist closed over the tip of the sword, stopping the killing blow. Black smoke rose from where her skin touched the blessed coins, but she did not flinch. Forked lightning crackled on the ceiling over their heads.

“What do you think you are doing?” A bolt of lightning zigzagged down to the ground near Kiamling’s foot. An attempt to intimidate her. The lui gwei cowered behind the madam, clutching the hem of her extensive robes. Where the fu talismans had made contact, the comely faces of the ghosts had melted away to reveal skulls and eye sockets.

“Exorcising monsters.”

“I see no monster in this room. Well… perhaps one.” Madam Yau’s eyes narrowed. Her hand shook where it still grasped the sword. Her strength was surprising, matching Kiamling’s despite her being at least two decades older and shaped by the softer things in life. Kiamling resolutely stepped in, gritting her teeth as she pushed her upper body into the thrust. If the madam chose to stand in her way, she would pay the price.

Madam Yau’s skin started to burn where it touched the coins. Puckering as red blisters bubbled over her palm and crawled up the back of her hand in a rash. “You are bad at this, mui mui.”

Mui mui – little sister – a term for young girls. For immaturity. Kiamling’s blood boiled at the condescension. Impulsively she tried to slap a fu onto the madam’s head. The older woman reacted instantaneously, letting go of the sword as she stumbled back to avoid the touch of the talisman. Her hair came undone as she clawed at her own face. More blisters boiled on her forehead and across one eye where the fu had made brief contact. Pink and raw like she had thrust her face into a fire. The lightning crackled all at once, striking down around Kiamling in a makeshift cage. The lui gwei whimpered, fanning out behind her like tails. They were still uncertain of the brothel owner, but it was clear Kiamling was no friend.

“You are a yiugwai too.”

“Took you long enough.” Madam Yau refused to give her any quarter. Her eyes flickered green for a moment, like a fox caught raiding the midden at night.

“A wulei jing.” Kiamling recalled the fox spirit who had led the drunken Lancaster in a merry chase into the geongsi column months back. Was that Madam Yau, or perhaps another? Were all the businesses of Tai Ping Shan Street run by fox spirits?

“I would offer you my card, but I get the feeling you would decline.” Madam Yau dabbed at the lesions across her face, mouth pulled to one side in a pained grimace. “I am going to need a lot of powder to cover this.”

Between the indifference and the lightning, Kiamling felt like she was losing control of the situation. Truth be told, she was not sure she’d ever had it in the first place. She ran two fingers down the length of her sword, injecting it with her qi so that the coins glowed warm yellow with a defensive barrier. She pointed the energised weapon back towards Madam Yau.

“Silence, yiugwai. Return now to the gates of hell, or I will be forced to exorcise you! You and your evil brethren.” She was rather pleased with her unrehearsed speech. It sounded like something Chung Kwai would say.

“These evil brethren?” The wulei jing gestured to the shivering lui gwei behind her. She had a point. They did not look much like the vengeful spirits Kiamling had heard of. Nothing more than terrified women. “The only thing is… I made a promise to your grandmother that I would protect them.”

“What?” Surely Kiamling’s ears deceived her. It sounded like the brothel owner was claiming that Por Por not only knew about this, but had actually organised the arrangement.

“Your Por Por organised this arrangement.”

Well, shit. She searched Madam Yau’s face, but the expression there was one of triumph and honesty. It was too much of a reach to be a story she had invented. She sheathed her sword. “I think you’d better fill me in.”

“Can I feed my girls first? They are ravenous.” The brothel owner’s voice was completely innocent, even though she was clearly goading the yiugwai hunter.

“You cannot expect me to sit back and watch them murder men by draining their qi.”

“Pfft.” Madam Yau waved her hand across her face as if wafting off the smell of nonsense. “As if anyone wants those men as hungry ghosts on our hands. If you don’t trust me, come watch.”

In a bit of a daze, Kiamling followed her into the main room and up onto the balcony. The parlour below was still fully occupied with merriment, seemingly undisturbed by the fight that had happened in the back room. The stage, however, was empty, with no sign of Jingling after her performance. Kiamling was not sure if she was thankful or disappointed to have missed her.

Upstairs, Madam Yau led her into a private chamber. It was darkly lit, a couple of oil lamps by the bed the only source of light. The four-poster bed was ornately carved with fretwork and canopied in red silk. Long cushions and pillows in rich brocade lined three sides. The other furniture was just as luxurious, from the sideboard with an oval mirror to the four-panelled screen in the corner.

Kiamling and Madam Yau positioned themselves behind the screen just as the door clicked open. It was cold in the room, the fire a mere glow of red embers beneath a blanket of ash. Kiamling shoved her cold hands under her armpits and tried not to shake.

What in Chung Kwai’s name am I doing here?

But it was too late for her to move, too late to sneak out of the door as the courtesan led a man to the bed. A wealthy Chinese merchant by the looks of his clothes. He thrust a hand rudely up the courtesan’s skirt, his other hand pulling her back by the hair so he could slobber down her neck and between her breasts. Kiamling winced; it looked neither pleasant nor comfortable. With expert skill, the courtesan somehow twirled out of his grasp, leaving him holding onto her outer robe only. She put a hand on her neck, pressing against the inevitable marks he had left there.

“I will be right back,” she promised, fleeing the room.

Kiamling did not want to see any more. Did not want to be voyeur to the abusive experiences these women had to endure. It made her want to draw her blade once more. As a yiugwai hunter, people looked down on her, but she never had to face the unwanted attention of men. She never had to worry as she walked home on unlit streets, knowing that her sword and her skills were enough to protect her. Most women did not have this. They only had their wits and their charm against such monsters.

She was about to say as much to Madam Yau, but then the lamp flickered and a breeze blew on her neck, moving past her left shoulder. She knew better than to turn. The man, half asleep on the bed, sat up again and growled possessively. “There you are.”

His hands stretched out and roved the empty space as if a warm body was before him. Arms gripped tightly as he rolled into the bed and untied his trousers. Nasty language spilt guttural from his lips. Dark promises and threats that Kiamling wished she could block her ears to. His hands were claws, slaps, blows as he continued, growing more and more violent. Without another body to take the impact, he was inflicting the harm on himself.

“Open your third eye,” Madam Yau whispered. Kiamling slipped a fu-wrapped coin under her tongue. The man still thrust into thin air, alone in his efforts, his body glowing red with life as he moved.

Perched on the corner of the bed, a lui gwei – one of the ghosts from Madam Yau’s umbrellas – observed him indifferently. She twisted her long fingers in her lap and the red glow outlining his body spooled off him in a loose thread. The vibrant colour paled to a warm yellow, thinning as it wrapped around her hands. The hollows under her eyes filled out, her black hair lustrous as she gathered in the man’s qi.

After a while, Madam Yau came out from behind the screen. The ghost gave her a forlorn look, but nodded in understanding, breaking off the thread that tied her to the spent man. He lay bruised and battered in a sticky mess of his own creation. Exhausted. She had quenched her thirst on his qi, but he still lived.

“That feels better now, doesn’t it?” The brothel owner was surprisingly gentle with the lui gwei. The ghost looked up at her with white eyes; her narrow mouth opened and she let out a small satisfied sigh. “Go join the others.”

The lui gwei stood up, holding her precious skein of qi, and drifted towards the wall. Her body melted into the brickwork as she passed through. As she left, the room lost its ice-cold edge, the oil lamps flaring brighter. The merchant was out for the count. Shadows sat under his eyes now, and as Kiamling came closer to the bed, she could count the ribs visible beneath his open robe.

“The servers, performers and courtesans downstairs are human?” she asked, scanning through her recent memory. She had not noticed any yiugwai auras when she had walked through the room.

Madam Yau nodded. “Women who need jobs and would be employed by no others. Who were never particularly safe on the streets, but even less so these days with something attacking people from dark alleys. Upstairs, the lui gwei provide the services of the bedchamber. They drink the most from people like him, who would cause harm. Better to send him home weak and unable to lift a finger against anyone else. For those simply looking for pleasure, we provide that also. A few days’ qi that they barely miss.”

“You are still shortening lives.”

The wulei jing shrugged. “Drink, opium, working the fields. These all shorten lives. Someone could fall sick tomorrow, or be gored by a tiger. Would you kill the tiger for wanting to live?”

“They are ghosts. They don’t live!”

“And whose fault is that? Who cut them down before their time? Have you ever stopped to ask why they turned into lui gwei? Hungry ghosts. Abused, murdered, abandoned by men. These are women who did not get to live their lives. Who fear it will be no better the next time. I’m giving them that chance now. To live. To experience, safely, before passing over. When do women ever get the chance to be anything other than prey?”

Wulei jing lived for hundreds of years. Centuries of experiencing first-hand what was wrong with the world. Some things never changed. Madam Yau’s eyes shone green once more. Kiamling was the first to look away, unable to hold her gaze any longer. All the tenets she had held true were distorted by the fox spirit’s words. Twisted into new and unfamiliar shapes that fitted into the holes better than anything she could come up with.

“Tell me something, little mosquito, what was Chung Kwai’s sister called?”

The question threw Kiamling off balance entirely. “What?”

“The Au family are descendants of her line. Not Chung Kwai, who died before he had offspring of his own, but his little sister. So why do you not know her name?”

The silence that followed was longer than it had a right to be. It was Kiamling’s turn to respond. Instead her brain gave her nothing, mulling over Madam Yau’s words but unable to find a name anywhere in the annals of her memory. The wulei jing gave her a pitying look, one that made Kiamling bristle all the more.

“I’ll tell you why. Because it was not deemed important enough to note down. Women rarely are. This unnamed sister was the first mortal yiugwai hunter. She crossed into the eighteen levels of hell to demand retribution for Chung Kwai’s death. It was her actions that elevated him to become King of Ghosts, her righteous anger for her sibling. And what is she known for? Her beauty and her marriage.” Madam Yau hissed. “Why do you think hungry ghosts have needle mouths? Because men do not want to see our teeth.”







Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Kiamling walked home in a daze, reeling from everything she had seen and heard at the Pavilion of Spring Buds. The house was too quiet. Too dark. She stubbed her toe on the table, sending a bowl crashing to the ground. Swearing, she finally found the lamp, but it took four matches before she was able to light it.

Usually Jingling would have leftovers from dinner warming by the embers of the fire. Usually Por Por would jab at her feet with a walking stick before Kiamling knocked into anything of note, shaking her head with dissatisfaction. But there was no usually any more.

Kiamling picked up the shards of broken pottery, throwing them into the cold fireplace. There was very little food in the house. A couple of jars of dried beans, a carrot, an onion and a shrivelled sweet potato. She could get the fire started, boil the potato to line her stomach. It judged her as she contemplated it, Por Por’s voice snide in her mind. Oh, good enough for you now, is it? But then she remembered that Por Por had been pulled through a rift – trapped, if not… dead. All Kiamling’s grievances felt so small in comparison. Petty and churlish. She pulled her knees up to her chest, hugging them close.

Por Por had provided for the lui gwei. Without any fanfare or need for thanks. Something that went against the official teachings of yiugwai hunters. Perhaps she was not as stuck in her ways as Kiamling had always assumed. More secrets she had been hiding.

Try as she might, Kiamling could not settle. She was too hot, too itchy, too thirsty. Her mind rattled like the lid of an overboiled stew, giving out smoke but not much else. She sat bolt upright, cursing her stupid nocturnal body. Fine. If she could not sleep, then she would find something else to do.

Por Por’s side of the room was immaculate. Her spare clothes folded into squares by Jingling, just as she liked them. Her reed mat rolled up every morning and laid back out when she slept. All her possessions in one locked chest. Perhaps her secrets too.

Kiamling hesitated a moment. She had few memories of the chest being opened. When they left Canton in great haste, still wearing mourning white after the death of her parents, she had thought herself helpful, gathering Por Por’s things to put into the chest, until the flick of the bamboo cane snapped on her wrist. The shock that her Por Por had struck her was what had stung more than anything. “Never touch that.”

A knotted good-luck charm had been threaded through the lock, but it did not look warded. The barrel of the lock had four spinning cylinders with characters etched upon them. She spun one of them, reading the characters upon it: sword, spirit, ghost, appease, destroy, family, black, white. The workmanship was uneven, the spacing between the characters irregular. Each barrel had the same eight words carved on it. She needed to line up the four correct characters to release the bolt. A puzzle.

At first she thought it might be an idiom, Por Por was overly fond of those after all; but the words were not right. Well, the answer was obvious. Kiamling was pleased with herself, lining up the characters: sword family destroy ghost.

The lock resolutely refused to open.

She jiggled it to no effect. In that case: sword spirit appease spirit – Kiamling and Jingling’s names respectively. She had not expected Por Por to be so sentimental, but perhaps in private the old woman was.

Nothing. She tried family destroy ghost spirit and a number of other combinations. Then, frustrated, she grabbed the brass lock between her hands, trying to bend it apart with sheer force. She would borrow tools from Foreman Leung if she had to. But then she remembered he was not best pleased with her. Most of the regular customers were giving her the cold shoulder after all the missteps she had made in Por Por’s absence.

“Use your head. Things are more complicated than they at first appear,” she complained to herself in Por Por’s lecturing tones. Once she’d thought these lectures were simply rhetoric that could be ignored. Now she was less certain. She had learnt a lot in the last few months about the ghosts and monsters she hunted, surprised to discover they were not all as savage and animalistic as she’d once presumed. She had presumed many things. Thought she knew Jingling and her por por without really considering their perspectives.

Her fingers turned the barrel of the lock as the idea took root. What she had presumed at first was poor handiwork was in fact a deliberate blank. A negative space in the four character code: ghost [not] black white. The lock opened with a satisfying click.

Inside the chest were thick notebooks, stitched on the right-hand side. The curling leaves of paper cracked as she turned the pages. Por Por’s handwriting was tiny, long vertical columns of every job completed and payment made. Bookkeeping. Why her grandmother had felt the need to keep the books under lock and key was beyond her. She opened another at random, and another. A number caught her eye as she flicked. A number that did not correspond to the charge made. There it was again, on another day. She opened books from different years. The number appeared at the end of each month, going down over time. Even in the most recent book, there was still a sizeable amount left.

Debt.

Por Por had been paying it off since they had left Canton. It would take another few years still to settle. What had she done to accumulate such a sum? It was so unlike the sensible woman she knew… but then again, Kiamling had learnt many eye-opening things about her grandmother of late. Por Por had frequented opium dens, had encouraged Madam Yau to foster lui gwei rather than exorcising them. The endless sweet potatoes made sense now, as did the fact that their circumstances never seemed to improve, no matter how many jobs they took on. It was all going to debt collectors.

A slip of paper fell out of the oldest of the books, at the bottom of the chest. Kiamling opened it. The original loan amount was written in bold characters. A princely sum. Her eyes moved to the debt collector’s details. It was neither an opium den nor a mahjong house. It was the biggest organised criminal gang in Canton province.

Payment in monthly instalments for housing and feeding those displaced around Nanjing city.

The imperial city of Nanjing had been besieged and had fallen to the overwhelming numbers of the Taiping Rebellion forces around the time the Au family had moved to Hong Kong. The imperial soldiers, any residents who put up resistance, their families as well, had been massacred. Slaughtered.

All of this Kiamling knew, but as something that had happened to other people. A story passed through several ears and mouths. A rueful shake of the head before the day’s tasks of working and eating and sleeping, which meant that she did not have time to worry about distant horrors happening to unknown people.

Yet Por Por had taken on insurmountable debt to care for these displaced strangers. It would be years yet before it was paid off; the interest was eye-wateringly high. Her grandmother was no bamboo shoot, soft and foolish in the ways of the world. So why? Why would she willingly take on this burden? It kept coming back to Nanjing. Beggar So had told them a rift had been opened, of the catastrophic consequences had it not been closed by the yiugwai hunters in Canton. Had Por Por played some part in the disaster?

Whatever the reason, the next payment was nearly due. In a week’s time. She must have missed last month’s when they were in Canton seeking help. She could ignore it; the debt was not in her name. What could they do? She had heard of debt collectors cutting off a hand in warning. She would like to see them try… but what if they came for Jingling?

More than that, she could not shake the sense of responsibility for these people who’d been housed and fed by her grandmother’s force of will. What would happen to them if another payment was missed? There was no way in the eighteen hells that a gang would continue to care for them out of the goodness of their hearts. Kiamling could not ignore it. Not now that she knew. It was hard enough holding the weight of guilt for Por Por’s disappearance; this responsibility was like a tidal wave crashing over her.

“Calm down. You’ve told everyone you can manage things just fine by yourself; chased them all away, didn’t you? So prove it – deal with it!” Surprisingly, scolding herself actually seemed to work. She would not think too hard about how broken that made her. First she needed a solution. “What would Por Por do?”

It was the last thing she’d ever thought she would ask herself. But it was exactly the right question. Por Por would look at how much money there was, how many jobs she could do in the next few days, and get on with it. No complaints, no breaks, no sleep. No wonder she was always on at Kiamling to do her job, eyes forward, undistracted. No wonder she had turned to the pipe.

Kiamling needed money quickly. She thought about approaching her louban at the teahouse, but he would ask too many questions and the whole Chinese community would wonder why she was borrowing money from her boss. Perhaps Hoi gor could be relied upon to be more discreet. But he had made a big loss on the warehouse the white snakes had destroyed, due to her ineptitude – better not rock that boat. There was only one person too polite to ask questions. Who would crumble if she gave a sob story about supporting her family and probably empty his pockets immediately.

She needed an Englishman.







Chapter Twenty-Nine


[image: A hexagonal symbol featuring a yin-yang design at the center, surrounded by eight trigrams.]

Archie’s arm was still in a sling, but he was in good spirits, conversing with the sedan-chair men at the corner of Hollywood Road and Possession Street. His Cantonese had improved immensely, and he was telling them earnestly about the differences between Hong Kong and London.

“Ah mui, is this gweilo yours?” one of the chair men said, chewing on a wad of tobacco.

“He’s a friend,” Kiamling said quickly as Archie looked at her inquisitively. A mosquito buzzed around her ear, distracting her as she swatted at it uselessly.

“Oh… a friend,” the man replied, tilting his wide straw hat with a wink. “Well, tell your friend that I have other friends I can introduce him to. If he ever gets bored.”

Kiamling switched to Hakka to swear at the perverted fool, using a colourful array of phrases that would make her ancestors turn in their graves.

“What were those words you used?” Archie asked brightly as they moved away.

“It’s Hakka, not Cantonese – you don’t need to know it.” Kiamling wanted to cut off that line of conversation quickly. Things had already gone awry and they had only just met up. Her fingers rubbed the raised bump behind her ear where the blasted mosquito had bitten her. Chung Kwai help her, switching between languages was addling her brain. She almost imagined the bug was chattering to her in English.

“Oh, I would like to learn Hakka, and Teochew too. It would be useful for the governor, don’t you think? He’s a polyglot himself, but mostly in the European languages. If I could learn all the local languages, I would be indispensable.”

Kiamling snorted, despite herself.

“Why is that funny?”

Her plan had been to be more Jingling. Charming and inoffensive before requesting Archie take pity on her and loan her money. She had washed her face, brushed her hair and put on a fresh outfit for the occasion. But she found it difficult to bite her lip at the best of times. “You said it yourself. The governor and the others, they are from this big city. London. From money. They have servants and drivers. Their houses have courtyards and their gardens have pavilions, right?”

“I’m not sure I’d call any anything in London a pavilion, but certainly many have country estates and peerages.”

“But you – you do not. You have had to work hard for these things. Against the odds.”

“Yes, yes, I have!” Archie beamed. He walked taller at her comments, hearing only the praise but not the unspoken disadvantages that came with it. Wealth supported wealth. Rubbing each other’s backs. Kiamling had no doubt that Archie was expendable to them, easy to toss to one side once his uses were exhausted. Nevertheless, she did not have the heart to finish her comment. Not today, when she was currying favour. Not while he gave her his full attention, his earnestness making her want to throttle him and cosset him at the same time. She would let someone else lance that boil on his behalf.

“Speaking of money…” she began, wincing at her own terrible choice of words.

“I received a letter from my younger sister,” Archie interrupted before she could go on. His blue eyes were bright as diamonds. “They are moving south to live with my great-aunt. Isn’t that bang up to the elephant!”

“Elephant?” Kiamling repeated, entirely lost.

“They’ll be closer to London. My monthly stipend won’t stetch as far, but I’ve written to Bishop Smith, and I’m certain he’ll write recommendations to people he knows. Secretary Peake has generously offered me a loan as well. Albie could do well as a clerk, and with a bit of schooling, Betsy and Vi could be governesses or lady’s maids. It shouldn’t be difficult to arrange.” Archie gesticulated as he planned, grand swinging gestures as he envisaged this wondrous future for his family.

“Is that what they want?”

He hesitated, his motions becoming small again. “I didn’t ask. It would be a step up in the world for all of them, and that’s the most important thing, right?”

A few weeks ago, Kiamling would have agreed, but the falling-out with Jingling made her less certain. Either way, she could not ask Archie to lend her money, not after hearing that. She changed the subject. “Do you remember the opium den we visited?”

He nodded. “Of course, it was an… experience.”

“The owner left me a message. Come on.” She tugged him by the sleeve, excited by the prospect. She would have to find the money elsewhere, but at least today would not be an entire waste. She had missed yiugwai hunting. The past few days without any jobs had left her feeling unmoored, and she did not like the questions bouncing around in her skull.

As they approached, she was immediately drawn to the shuttered windows at the rear. Deep scratch marks were gouged in the ornate slats, the wood splintering in places. On the window frame was a line of white powder. Salt, as Archie had prescribed. It had discoloured in places, blackened like soot.

Kiamling dipped her fingertip in the powder and brought it to her lips. Beneath the salt, it tasted like standing water, damp and tinged with algae. Curious.

“It’s the only thing keeping it out,” said the opium den owner, Mr Ma, as he joined them. He took a moment to bow low, hands worrying with his wide sleeves.

“It?” Archie asked in confusion.

“The beast. People in the Chinese quarter have been mauled. Injured. Always at night, attacked in the streets. But two nights ago, it came here, trying to get in. So I put salt on all the windows, just as you both advised! Last night I heard it again, howling in pain where it had touched the sill.”

A couple of workers yelled over to him, their cart laden with bags of salt. He had bought enough to brine every vegetable on the island.

“Everywhere,” the louban shouted back. “Every window, door, mouse hole. Everywhere!”

The hairs on the back of Kiamling’s neck prickled. She was fortunate that Mr Ma did not remember it was Archie rather than her who had suggested the salt. A British superstition, learnt from his mother, who he was adamant was not a wise woman but who probably was. Pieces of the puzzle started to coalesce in her mind.

“Last time we came, you said people in the adjacent rooms were also drowsier than usual?”

The opium louban nodded. “I closed those rooms, just in case.”

“Show us.”

Ng Choy was still in the chamber where they had last seen him. His family had attempted to move him so they could nurse him at home, but it was as if he was carved of jade. Four strong-bodied men could not make him budge, and even an attempt to push the opium bed itself had proved fruitless.

Surprisingly, the barrister had not wasted away, and looked exactly as he had done on their previous visit. A perplexed expression on a waxy face. Kiamling immediately checked his nails, but they were still short, unlike the taloned claws of a human transitioning to a geongsi.

The neighbouring rooms were vacant. Kiamling swept the place methodically.

“What are you looking for?” Archie asked.

“I’m not sure. But my instincts have sensed a pattern here. The barrister fell into this sleep around the time of the shadow beast’s appearance. And now it stalks the streets around the opium den. They are connected in some way, although how exactly, I am uncertain.”

Something red caught her eye. She crouched. A flower grew from the chair leg, sprouting a thin stem and wide red petals. A poppy.

She plucked it, eyes widening. “Look for more.”

Poppies grew under opium beds, from cracks in the wall and even outside on the street. They worked systematically through the rooms one by one. Barrister Ng Choy was at the centre of a perfect circle of poppies. A ring.

Kiamling did not understand it. Some sort of summoning circle, perhaps. She had been taught to make a ring of glutinous rice to keep geongsi in or out. But this she did not quite recognise. She turned, catching Archie’s expression. A blanched terror made his hands tremble as they touched the petals of one of the poppies. He swung round quickly, his back to her as he pretended to find the brick wall of great interest. He knew. Whatever this was, he knew. Kiamling had to strike now before he found some reason to shy away.

“Louban, it’ll cost you, but I can do it.” She named an eye-watering amount of money, enough to pay off the debt collectors this month. To her surprise, Mr Ma agreed almost immediately. She was clearly in the wrong business. “Ma sang, close the den. Tonight we will do an exorcism.”

The grateful opium den owner thanked them, bowing over and over as they left. Archie looked dazed. He clutched at his crucifix, not saying a word. Kiamling grabbed his hand, looking for somewhere quiet. The Englishman looked down at their clasped fingers with great intensity, but said nothing as he allowed himself to be led.

She squatted down beside a low wall, far from the bustle of the main streets. One by one, she laid out the tools of her trade, pulling them out of her belt and pouches and pointing to them. “This is a coin sword. Effective against geongsi and ghosts. These yellow papers are fu. They are able to paralyse, burn or pierce, but are only really effective if you use the correct words to activate them. The mirror will reflect evil. The bell can command. The red thread creates a barrier. I use other things too: goji berries, glutinous rice and chicken blood. Por Por preferred dog’s blood, but I don’t have the stomach for that. This equipment, or something similar, has been used for generations to exorcise monsters and ghosts. But now it is not working. Because of you.”

Archie started backwards. “Me?” he spluttered. “What do you mean?”

“Not you personally,” she hissed through her teeth. Honestly, she had to explain everything. “The British. You’ve brought your own monsters across the ocean.”

Archie laughed weakly. “What, in the cargo hold? I think someone would have noticed.”

Kiamling shook her head. “People refuse to notice what they don’t want to believe. But you know.”

“Wh-why would I know?”

“Because you are the son of a witch.”







Chapter Thirty
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Archie laughed, but the sound escaping from his mouth was too high-pitched, too nervous to be indifferent. Kiamling gave him Por Por’s famous your ancestors are disappointed in you glare, and it did the trick.

“Witchcraft is sinful heresy, devil worship. In antithesis to the Church.” The words were rushed out, as if he had it prepared. Trying to convince himself more than anyone. He was being mule-headed about it. Many of the Chinese followed Buddhist or Taoist practices, but these were not mutually exclusive. The local deities and customs could also still be honoured. More was often better.

Kiamling tried a different tack. “What happened to cultural exchange?”

“What about it?”

“You are learning Cantonese. You want to learn the other local languages. Be indispensable to your country. Don’t you think you would do better if we found more common ground? To unpick these customs, you first have to understand them.”

He wavered. Kiamling ploughed on, gesturing back down at her arsenal. “What do you use against evil spirits back home?”

Archie’s hand tightened around the crucifix. She had almost had him, but the word evil was a step too far. Hastily she repaired the damage. “You mentioned before that the Church conducted exorcisms.”

Archie perked up, glad to be on more stable ground. “Yes, to cast out the Devil.”

“So… we should gather information before we approach Reverend Nairns, right? He’ll want to know what sort of devil we would be casting out in the case of Ng Choy?”

“Yes, yes, he would.” A weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Quietly, not that there was anyone to hear them, he whispered, “You have fae.”

“Fae?”

“Do not exist!” Archie insisted, looking around as if someone was about to cast stones in his direction.

“Fae do not exist,” Kiamling agreed readily. The mental gymnastics was hurting her head. It was like persuading a feral beast to eat from her hand. Coaxing. Rubbing behind his ear until he relaxed. “But if they did, what would they look like? And how do you combat them?”

Arche stiffened once more. He was about to launch into another tirade, denying all knowledge, when his glance fell to the coin sword Kiamling had placed on the ground. The batgua mirror that needed a good polish beside it. He seemed to come to some conclusion.

“The fair folk are magical tricksters, appearing as small winged humans. They are benign but dangerous if provoked. The circle around Mr Ng, well, it looked very much like a fairy ring, even if there were no toadstools to be seen. The stories say that if you enter a fairy ring, you cannot escape. As for tools…” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Salt, of course. Iron, holy water, silver and rowan wood.”

Now that the floodgates had opened, and Kiamling did not appear inclined to ridicule him for his provincial tommyrot, Archie relaxed a little. He insisted they head to the cathedral to ask Reverend Nairns for help. Kiamling peppered him with questions of clarification along the way.

It was getting late now, the burn of the afternoon sun giving way to a pleasant evening. St John’s was empty; the reverend had departed for business in Macau.

“What about the police station? Superintendent Lancaster might be able to help.”

“Guns against fae? Has that ever worked?” Kiamling hedged her bets and was rewarded with a rueful shake of Archie’s head.

“Well, at least wait until Reverend Nairns returns.” His hands clamped onto the back of a pew, his voice echoing up to the vaulted ceiling. “Why does it have to be tonight?”

Some of it was impulse. Kiamling knew herself well enough to admit that. She was not one to wait when there was an option to act immediately. No one knew that she had frozen in fear on the night of the fires, letting the rift close. If she allowed herself to overthink it again, her nerves would get the better of her. It had to be tonight so that she did not have a chance to make more excuses. So that he didn’t either.

The matter of the debt collectors lingered also. This one job would solve it, even if it was high-risk. She needed the money and she needed her reputation restored. This could do both in one go. She could not tell Archie any of that, but she could tell him the third reason. “Because any longer and I worry that Ng Choy might not be able to come back. He’ll be stuck in there permanently.”

“You believe in all this stuff, don’t you?” Archie said.

“Don’t you?”

He looked torn. “The Church teaches that it’s—”

“Never mind what the Church says. What do you believe, Archie?”

His mouth opened and closed as if afraid to say it aloud. Blue eyes pleading for the answer to the question, even though it was one only he could answer. He was the epitome of amenability. Someone who tied himself in knots to keep his superiors happy. Yes, ah seh, no, ah seh, three bags full, ah seh. This simplest of questions had undone him entirely.
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“Are you sure about this?” Archie asked, tugging at the spool of red string in his hands.

“Nope.” Kiamling was cheerful, despite the fact that much of the plan had been cobbled together at the last minute. After days of trying to rest up, she knew for certain that she hated having nothing to do. Her body was used to surviving on a few hours’ sleep, on working two or three jobs and spinning all the plates at once. Sure, she had no idea what she was getting herself into, but she was relieved there was something to do. Even better, potentially someone she could punch.

She had been hopeful about silver coins, but Hoi gor was nowhere to be found. Unsurprisingly, the others had laughed in her face at her request. Still, she’d procured an iron cleaver from Fung gor, the butcher, so that was something. The fae were weak against iron, that was what Archie’s mother had told him. Kiamling didn’t have a clue what rowan wood was, even when Archie helpfully drew the shape of the tree, and red berries. There was nothing in Hong Kong that even resembled that.

The monstrous horses at the racetrack had been strange hybrids of British and Chinese folk tales. And Archie had said the fae here were not like the ones back home. It therefore stood to reason that melding British and Chinese protective elements together was the best way to combat them. He had responded to her speculation with a sceptical noise. Stubbornly resolute, she bought pomelo leaves from the market anyway. They also protected against evil – same as the rowan wood. If not, she would find out soon enough.

She desperately wished Por Por was here, caustically reminding her of a vital step she had omitted. Or Jingling, cheering her on while hiding behind the biggest, safest wall she could find. The image made Kiamling grin.

She would be trying those walls tonight.

“Nine times, not ten!” Archie told her for the umpteenth time.

“I know, I know. It’s like eating lettuce.”

“What in heaven’s name does lettuce have to do with anything? How can you be hungry at a time like this?” He was alarmed, flapping the thread and nearly dropping it on the ground. Some things were simply lost in translation, and always would be. Kiamling did not bother to explain.

“Just promise me you won’t let go.”

His answer went unheard as Kiamling swivelled on the balls of her feet to face the wall. She had tested it earlier with a tentative prod, but it had remained solid and firm. All her senses screamed that this was monumentally stupid. She shuffled backwards to give herself a decent run-up, took a deep breath and then sprinted directly towards it. She would be proved right or would crack her skull open finding out she had been wrong.

The yellow fu fluttered as she approached the wall, the characters for transparency glaring at her as she accessed her pool of qi. Faster! She needed to fully commit to this. She yelled aloud, words muffled for a second as her body passed through solid brick. Her bones pulsed in as much disbelief as her mind, dizzy but unharmed. No time to celebrate, though; she had to do it again, powering through the internal wall inside the opium den. And another. The fu held, her qi and the talismans allowing her through wall after wall as she circled the poppy ring they had marked. Once. Twice.

Archie was a blur as she passed him, the red spool in his hands unwinding. The other end was fastened securely around her waist.

Three, four, five times.

Her qi pool was disappearing fast, pouring down an open drain. No wonder people didn’t usually walk through walls. It was not an efficient mode of travel.

Six, seven, eight times.

She was tiring now. Her shoulder got caught in the brick wall as she came through the other side, pain radiating down it. Shit. The internal walls were not so thick; she could do those with ease. But she had to pass through the external wall one last time. Her brain froze, telling her it was impossible, just as the last fu lost its stickiness and began to peel from the whitewashed surface.

“Don’t you dare!” Kiamling yelled as she threw herself with her last dregs of qi. Half rolling, half tumbling, every bone in her body aching, she somehow burst through the wall into the street outside. It felt like an elephant had sat on her.

Nine times.

She lay sprawled on the ground, trying to catch her breath. It felt like she had swallowed handfuls of embers. “See, I can count!”

There was no response.

“Archie?” She sat up, but his end of the spool lay on the ground, loops of red thread making idle patterns in puddle water. She was still attached to the building, anchored through the nine loops. Where was he? Her voice echoed desperately through the night as she repeated herself. “Archie?”

A growl responded from the unlit side streets behind, a snarl dripping with hunger. Beside the wall, the noise of merrymaking and dancing echoed like the door to a party left ajar. The gateway into the fae realm. It had worked.

Kiamling crouched low, hand on her coin sword. Red eyes blinked at her from the alley, a huge dark shape moving. The shadow beast. All at once, the night of the Hungry Ghost Festival came flooding back. She could not defeat it. It was stronger than her, stronger than Por Por even. Fear threatened to overwhelm her. But she had learnt one thing since that encounter: it could not penetrate the salt protections around the opium den.

Sorry, Archie. She made up her mind, stepping backwards over the fairy circle towards the noise of the fae. As her vision plunged into darkness, she fervently hoped the Englishman had found somewhere to hide.







Chapter Thirty-One
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It was dark. Not the darkness of night, which was lit with stars and the full moon overhead. Nor the darkness of a room, which had a shape and consistency to it, even if the eyes could not see the boundaries. No. It was a different kind of dark. Like an endless inkwell, without shadow or form to define earth from sky.

Kiamling did not recognise it as any of the eighteen levels of hell, nor the land of fae that Archie had prepared her for. Perhaps the route from one realm to another was not as straightforward as they had presumed. A puzzle box with more than one door.

Shapes emerged from the darkness. Not so much her eyes growing accustomed to it as the sense they had always been there. Tall figures in Chinese clothing stood on all sides of her, rigid as immovable pillars. All of them, in every direction, had their backs turned to her.

“Can you help me?” Her voice echoed back as if bouncing in an endless cave.

Help me.

Help me.

Help me.

It grew louder rather than quieter, until she had to plug her ears with her hands. She walked round one person, craning her neck to look at their face. They did not have one. Where eyes and a nose and mouth should be was a smooth surface like dough. Kiamling stumbled back in horror, her shoulder blades pressing against another figure behind her. She clutched at their robes as she tripped, a handful of dark blue fabric in her fist.

Funeral robes.

These were the dead.

“Por Por?” Subconsciously she had said it quietly, not really wanting a response.

Playing the pig, eating the tiger.

Kiamling’s hands shook as she brought them up to her own face. She moved them frantically, but she could not feel anything. Just a papered-over scream as she started to run.
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An insistent tug on her waist woke Kiamling up, along with the fierce itching on her face. She felt her own nose and mouth, relieved they were all in the correct place. Someone yelled at her in protest. A black and yellow spotted cicada with a human face was stamping six tiny feet and yelling at her in a language she did not understand.

The red string tied to her waist gave a small jerk, as if Archie was reminding her of his presence. That was right, she was here to find Barrister Ng Choy; to get paid by the House of Harmonious Dreams, clear Por Por’s debt, restore her own reputation as a yiugwai hunter and show that her unorthodox methods worked. The place before, the darkness and the faceless dead… well, she would ponder on that later.

Something sharp stung her palm. Two mosquitoes with human faces had been having a very fine meal with glasses and white linen. She had nearly squashed their table. The one on the left made a rude gesture at her, and Kiamling found herself stumbling out an apology.

These were not the ethereal fair folk that Archie had described. Graceful faces and limbs for sure, eyes that should not be that large, and ears pointed upwards. But their bodies were those of insects. Fireflies and butterflies, cockroaches and silkworm moths alike.

Kiamling tried not to let herself be distracted. She needed to find the barrister. The longer she spent in here, the worse the outcome. She glanced once behind her, where the red thread trailed through a misty barrier. She had the length of her nine rotations around the opium den, she reassured herself.

Not far from her position was a mound. The fae were dancing around it in a ring, the chirping of grasshoppers and cicadas making a rhythmic beat. Mosquito fae swarmed in the eerie purple sky, their bodies making patterns like calligraphy strokes.

Kiamling crawled forward on her hands and knees, trying to make herself as inconspicuous as possible. The fae had built houses on the mound, little communities dotted across the dry earth. She felt guilty for disturbing them, placing each hand and foot as carefully as she could. The mound moved. Up and down, up and down in deep slumber. Her instinct was correct. Taking out the iron butcher’s cleaver, she hesitated before putting it away again, using her hands to dig instead.

The fae reacted at once. Their playful chatter twisted into indignant shouts. They flew at her head, yelling and stinging her. Kiamling dug still, finding Ng Choy’s face under a layer of loose soil. She toppled over the toadstool houses to free his upper limbs, tearing vines from where his legs had been bound together.

Cockroaches with the faces of ethereal cherubs skittered over Kiamling’s ankles. She smacked at them with her pomelo leaves, sending them scattering. The other fae used the distraction to reclaim Ng Choy’s body, piling more dirt atop his exposed head.

“No!” She threw herself on top of the barrister, attaching the red string to his belt, and tried to heft him around the waist. Why did he have to be so damned heavy? She had no qi left to boost her abilities; only raw strength and obstinacy remained. Inch by inch she dragged him back towards the mist where the red thread disappeared. Their way out.

The fae obscured her vision entirely. Moth wings battered her cheeks, and not a single inch of her skin was free of insect bites. Something was crawling on her face, trying to get in her nostrils and mouth. Kiamling reached for the salt at her waist, fumbling with her vision obscured, and threw a handful of it at the fae.

The impact was instantaneous. The winged demons flew backwards with a hiss, giving her space to look, to breathe, to realise she had reached into the wrong pouch entirely. She had thrown glutinous rice.

They were not quite right. Not quite Western fae; not quite Eastern either. She mixed the pouches of salt and rice together, dipping her long fingers into the grains, then lowered herself into a defensive stance. Now this was more like it.

She sprang up, throwing fistfuls of salt and rice outwards in wide arcs. The fae shrieked where they had been touched, but the grains landed in curves on the ground, forming lines in front of her that could not be crossed. She dragged Ng Choy backwards once more, her thighs burning from the effort. Just a little further…

Cockroach fae found the gaps in her defensive lines, approaching her from either side. Kiamling let go of the barrister to smack them with her pomelo leaves, jubilant as they scattered. But the fae had a trick of their own. They had amassed by the barriers she had scattered, fluttering their wings so that the air thrummed. The salt and rice grains rolled forward. Little by little they broke up her protective line.

“Don’t suppose you’re carrying a fly swatter? No, of course not,” Kiamling said, dragging the barrister’s body once more. Complaining aloud helped somehow, even though she knew he could not respond. “Might as well pull a cow up a tree. How are you this heavy? You haven’t eaten anything in weeks…”

The edge of the mist seemed impossibly far away, down an incline. She could’ve sworn she had only taken a few steps forward when she had arrived. There had been no hill to climb. Archie had warned her, hadn’t he, about the trickster nature of the fae. With every step, the distance grew.

Her salt and rice shield was gone now, scattered by thousands of wings. The insects watched for a moment, sharp faces smiling slyly at her. Then they rushed forward.

Mosquitoes, butterflies and moths converged together in a swarm, dense and pulsing as it swept towards her. They formed the face of an old woman, weather-beaten and irate. Por Por’s face. Mocking her. Voiceless, the mouth opened, gaping to swallow Kiamling whole. She was not about to become food for the insects. Not today. Not any day.

She wrapped her arms and legs around Ng Choy as if he were a sack of rice and rolled on the ground. Slow at first, and then the momentum took them down the slope towards the misty barrier. The fae gave chase, yelling obscenities she did not have to understand. The swarm was on her. In her hair and lungs and ears and—

“Ah Kiam!”

She smacked her own face and hair to swat off the bugs, eyes screwed shut as hands grabbed her. She instinctively jabbed out with a right hook, surprised when she hit something big and solid. Someone groaned and cursed her ancestors in Cantonese.

Hoi gor rubbed at the side of his jaw where she had punched him. He had crouched down beside her. Behind him, the wall of the opium den. Insects – dead and dying – lay on the ground where she had passed through the ring.

“He’s awake,” the opium-den louban said with relief, as Barrister Ng Choy groaned and held his head. He had rolled onto the street beside Kiamling.

“Where am I?” Mr Ng looked around groggily, squinting at the sunlight as if it was unfamiliar to him. White hairs had sprung up around his temples and ears, face more lined than it had appeared mere weeks before. He had aged years from his time in the other realm.

“Wait, how long was I in there?” Kiamling said in understanding. It had still been night when she had stepped through the ring. And Archie…

Her shoulders sagged with relief as the Englishman knelt beside her. “It’s been over a week.”

“But the beast. I heard growls, and you weren’t holding the thread…”

“It mauled two people the night you went missing.” Hoi gor side-eyed Archie. “The gweilo ran away.”

“I hid,” Archie blurted out, ears reddening. “I knew you were more than capable of…” He cut himself off, miserable.

Kiamling squeezed his hand in reassurance. “It was the right thing to do.”

Hoi gor made a noise as he stood up, clearly uncomfortable. “I got some garbled message about a loud-mouthed idiot needing silver coins.”

“Do you have them?”

He held out three silver sixpences. His hands were stained with red lines, as if he had wound the threads round and round them. He did not look like he had slept.

The fae were still here in Hong Kong. Kiamling did not know why or how, but appeasing spirits was her job. She lit three joss sticks and pushed them into the ground by the fae ring. Next to them, on a plate, she placed the three silver pieces and a mantau Hoi gor had procured for her.

“Now what?” he asked.

Kiamling looked over to Archie. “You tell me.”

Archie hesitated, hand reaching up to rub at the crucifix at his neck once more. His injured arm was no longer in a sling. His face flickered through a myriad of emotions, but he did not respond. Kiamling was too tired to be angry at him. It was more grey-tinged disappointment than anything else. She had been stuck inside a fairy ring for a week, and he was still in denial.

“Aiyah, have to do everything myself.” She sounded like Por Por. Ignoring the horrifying realisation, she clapped three times, ringing the bell on her belt also. She did not know if British fae cared for such customs, but most beings appreciated a show of respect. Giving them a bit of face. “Honourable fair folk, we wish you no harm. Please accept these humble offerings and go in peace.”

The air felt prohibitively thick. It wasn’t quite enough. “Hou la, when Tomb Sweeping Day comes round, I’ll burn you some offerings.”

The distant sounds of chatter grew louder, the clink of glasses and cutlery on fine plates. A crescendo of noise in a discontented wave. Not good enough.

“They want more. A good memory. A piece of your happiness.” Archie had to shout to be heard over the din. “A childhood memory, a place or person you loved, your first kiss…”

“Take it!” Kiamling offered. The taste of dragon-beard candy. Wisps of white sugar so fine she could inhale them. The warming crunch of peanuts at the centre. She and Jingling squatting in the shade of a tree, quiet for once, licking their fingers and picking the precious crumbs from their clothes. Beggar So laughing at their unbridled delight, as if they had never been treated before – because they never had been treated before. It was one of her cherished memories.

Gone. A grey fog in its place when she tried to recall it. A feeling of loss that she could not define.

With an audible giggle, the fae noise was gone. So too was the stillness that had permeated the air. A breeze swept down the alley as if it finally had permission. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a black bug skittering in the gutter. She stamped on it, the shell crunching under her foot with a satisfying crack. She looked up, all eyes on her.

“Cockroaches,” she muttered with a tiny shudder.







Lessons
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Archie insisted on walking Miss Kim, no, Kiamling, home, but for some reason that Hoi fellow loped along on the other side of her, trying to keep pace.

“Carefully does it, the stones are loose here. Take my hand,” Archie said. She had always been more of a falcon than a songbird, but when Kiamling had emerged from the fairy ring, it was like half her feathers had been plucked away. So much of her presence was bravado that it was easy to forget she was as fragile as the rest of them.

She looked at his hand, and then up at his face like he had grown two heads. Archie smiled despite himself – the fae had not dampened her perpetual scowl. They were on a well-trodden path, not exactly exploring the wilderness.

“Jingling was worried about you,” Hoi gor interjected in Cantonese, sullen at being ignored.

“She was?” Kiamling said, brightening.

“She came the first few days to keep watch with me. Just the two of us.” The remark was pointed, and Archie felt the full blaze of Hoi’s glare.

“I went to the barracks to ask for reinforcements.” Archie responded in Cantonese also, even though he had to think carefully about the tones. He quickened his pace, as if he could leave Hoi behind. He did not like how the Chinese merchant looked at him like something stuck to the bottom of his shoe. Not to be outdone, he switched to rudimentary Hakka, showing off his new language skills. “They’ve allocated more constables in the Chinese quarter to keep people safe.”

“More constables confiscating goods that they fancy for their own quarters.” Hoi gor spoke in English. His legs were not as long, but he kept up with Archie’s pace, pushing forward.

“Oh, you want to discuss scruples? Because I asked around about the merchant Tsui Chihoi. Word at the docks is you have few.” Archie huffed to keep ahead, deliberately mangling Hoi’s full name.

“Do you hear that, Ah Kiam? An Englishman on the moral high ground. I didn’t think I would see the day. Perhaps the Great Bengal Famine was just an exaggeration.” Hoi had reverted to Cantonese to better vent his indignation, shoulder jostling against Archie’s as if to push him off the path.

“I’m not the one with a warehouse full of stolen goods.” Archie threw down his ace.

“Wait, what?” Kiamling finally interjected. The two men stopped, even though they had left her far behind like strutting roosters. Archie belatedly realised they had overshot her house entirely.

Hoi gor went back towards her first. “I… I needed to recoup the loss of the porcelain. It was the quickest, easiest way. It’s not a long-term thing. I don’t…” His excuses cracked. Piracy was rife in south China. With European vessels bulging with luxury goods and the silver to pay for them, it was not hard to see the allure.

“It is indecent. Hardly the act of a true gentleman,” Archie declared, triumphant.

“Stop it! Both of you.” Kiamling’s breath was shallow, her body still weak from what she had endured in the other realm. “I don’t know what happened when I was in there, and I do not care! I just want to lie down for a week. Not listen to a couple of whining mosquitoes.”

Archie boldly came to her side and offered his arm. He expected a withering look, but instead she leant against him gratefully. She was more exhausted than she was letting on. The animosity with Hoi dissipated at once; getting her home was the priority.

“I’ll come by tomorrow.” Hoi ceded.

The merchant left, but Archie did not want to let go yet. Kiamling was too tired to argue. She patted the heavy pouch of money from the opium louban Mr Ma, throwing it down on the table as they entered the house.

Archie tried to keep busy, be helpful. He lit the fire with practised ease. It had been a while since he had had to build one up from scratch: twigs and bracken as tinder, with a larger log angled to let the air sweep under it. At one point he had been able to do it by touch alone, fingers numb in the bitter Yorkshire winter. He opened a couple of earthenware pots, found a shrivelled carrot and an onion, a couple of chicken eggs.

He could do something with this. Be of use to her.

He set to work, quiet and diligent. After all their conversations, it was a strange sort of intimacy: not speaking, simply busying himself with the food as she washed her face, set down her bags and moved around the small dwelling.

He turned to ask where the plates were, words that caught in his mouth as Kiamling pulled down one side of her loose top to examine her shoulders. A rash of insect bites ran down her neck and back, weeping bloody sores.

A sharp exclamation escaped his mouth before he could stop it. She covered herself back up immediately. He had not meant to stare, had meant to give her privacy, but he was magnetised to her like a compass point.

“You should wash them out before you sleep,” he said, trying and failing to keep his voice casual. A sound piece of advice. The same that he would offer any colleague or friend.

“I’m fine.”

“You won’t be able to reach by yourself.”

“Jingling will…” Kiamling started. But her sister was not here. Archie was not entirely certain what had happened between them, but even he had heard about the ruckus at the Hongkong Hotel. It was not just a physical absence. Kiamling’s every anecdote was about her grandmother or her sister. Even when the story did not pertain to them, they somehow featured. Lately her tongue had fallen silent before Jingling’s name was even mentioned, the absence a yawning void.

“Don’t be such a dunderhead.”

“A what?”

“A fool,” Archie explained affectionately. He dished up his creation. Kiamling devoured her portion, and then, when he did not protest, the leftovers in the pan also.

“Where did you learn to make foo yung?” she asked through a stuffed mouthful.

“Foo what? It’s an omelette.”

“Whatever it is, I approve,” Kiamling said, pinching the burnt scraps with her fingers.

It had been so long since Archie had eaten something straight from the pan. Since he had wiped his mouth on a sleeve rather than dabbed at it ineffectually with a napkin. Watching her made him want to throw the rules of decorum out the window.

He took the plates away and began to clean up. “Now, are you going to undress?”

“Excuse me?”

“I mean your wounds! I want to clean your wounds. Nothing else!” It was too dark now to see the colour of his ears, but he knew they would be beetroot red. Of course it was nothing else. He was a foreign gweilo. A job opportunity. A misfit son of a witch trying to hide his origins while she teased them out without even trying. When he was with her, he wanted to tell her everything. Own up to the heritage that he had always been ashamed of.

Kiamling was clearly too tired to worry about propriety. She loosened her tunic top, only the thin layer of her diamond-shaped vest underneath remaining. She hugged her knees to her chest as Archie searched around for a cloth and water. Strange that an Englishman rummaging for a clean rag would feel at home in a Chinese house halfway across the world, but the notion persisted. He fitted in here.

“It’s going to smart.” His voice was no more than a whisper. It felt more intimate now, with the fire glowing softly in front of them. A strand of hair begging to be tucked behind her ear. Pull yourself together. He focused on the insect bites on her back. Kiamling yelped, practically jumping out of her skin as the wet cloth touched her skin.

“Sorry,” he murmured into her shoulder. Goosebumps rose on her skin where his breath had caressed. The second time she was ready for it, biting down on her lip as he cleaned away the evidence of fae anger. He swept her hair to one side to reach her neck.

“These are not new,” he commented, trying to concentrate on the task at hand. Her silence was unnerving. He had grown accustomed to her quick tongue when he did not know what to say. His hand touched a scar on her lower back. All his senses focused on his fingertips against her skin. How long could he linger there before a line had been crossed?

Her voice was thick when she finally responded. “A geongsi who got too close. I was reckless.”

“Was?” His voice rang with amusement. She had just run through a series of walls nine times.

“Mmm, point taken.”

Archie’s hands were still on her. This close, he wanted to plunge his nose into her hair. It must be the opium smoke from earlier, he told himself. Only that could have such a hold over him.

“Tell me about the spirits back home.” She cleared her throat, as if she too was distracted.

“Children’s tales,” he said softly.

“Then tell me a bedtime story.” As soon as she had said it, she blushed, ducking her head against her drawn-up knees. The peach tinge to her cheeks made his chest tighten.

Archie talked. His voice was low as the flickering oil lamp. He told stories of fae; of brownies and boggarts; changelings and headless horsemen; of Camelot and Sherwood Forest. Talked to distract himself from the heat rising through his body; talked to stop himself from saying something he might otherwise regret. Kiamling listened, engrossed by the similarities and differences between their cultures. Teased him about the virtues of unicorns and raised an eyebrow at selkies.

The topics diverged, like flood water finding its own way. Archie described London, his blue eyes sparkling as he painted the picture. A city so big you could not see its end. Trains and factories running on coal. Horse-drawn omnibuses on cobbled streets and people in the millions.

He turned introspective, lying on his back as he spoke to the roof more than her. It had been a long few days worrying if she would emerge from the fae ring. Wondering if he should go in after her. Outside with Mr Ma and that annoying Hoi fellow and the others, he had been the bumbling British civil servant again. He had seen how their eyes rolled at his suggestions. With Kiamling it was different. She was frustrated at him, critical too, but it was not because she thought him a fool. It was because she believed in him. A peculiar feeling, one he was not entirely sure of. “I wanted to make them proud. My mother, the whole family. Go to college, make money, improve our lot. But the more I tried, the more I disappointed her.”

The pang in his voice reverberated, something he had never admitted aloud. “She said I was a gentleman in name, but not in nature.”

Kiamling lay on her front next to him, chin on her hands. The salve he had applied to her back was still drying. Without her direction, he had found her grandmother’s cache of healing creams and tonics. Sniffed as he opened each lid and picked the correct salve for her injuries, trusting his instincts.

“Family,” she agreed, her tone somewhere between loving and resentful. She hesitated but a fraction of a second. Something about the jostle of their arms and the safety of the darkness made her go on. “All I ever wanted to do was keep my sister safe. Protected. I wanted what was best for her. Only to find out she’s been singing at the Hongkong Hotel and in the entertainment district. Hopes to make a name for herself, whatever that means.”

“Talk to her,” Archie remarked. His lips parted as he released a breath laced with more sorrow than even he had expected. “I left England without saying goodbye. I was so angry. My mother kept calling it a betrayal. Time and distance have made me reflect. We have our differences, but I know deep down it all came from a place of love. I regret not telling her so, before there was an ocean and half a world between us.”

His eyes locked on hers. “Don’t make the same mistake with your sister.”

He was aware suddenly of how close her face was. He could see the ripples of black in her brown irises. They were lying on the same bed, even though neither of them slept. At some point their legs had moved against each other, touching down the length of their thighs. The thought warmed him; not just his cheeks this time, but his whole body suffused with unexpected heat. It rolled down, lingering deep within his stomach. Lower. He really should move, put some distance between them.

Kiamling’s eyes traced his throat as he gulped. He had the uncanny feeling that she was thinking the same thing. His gaze rested upon her lips, flickering up again. Her eyes had grown darker, more pupil than anything else. The easy air between them was suddenly electric. In the grand scheme of ill-advised decisions he had made since arriving on the island, this might top them all. Nevertheless, he raised his upper body off the mat, leaning down towards her. Beneath him, Kiamling closed her eyes and tilted her head up.

Something tugged on his neck. His eyes flew open. It was his crucifix, come free of his shirt and swinging towards Kiamling as he lowered his lips to hers. She stopped it with a finger and thumb, a coy smile playing on her lips.

Archie flew back like he had been scalded. He clutched the cross under his injured hand. The metal was ice cold. “I’m… I’m so sorry. I didn’t…” He did not finish, barely stopping to grab his coat before fleeing from the house.

Idiot. Of course he couldn’t…

His hand ached like a burn from where it had touched the crucifix. He found himself reaching for the silver bean in his pocket instead; the keepsake his mother had given him. He caught himself before he touched it, still empty-handed. He had no need for silly good-luck charms.

Outside, the cockerel crowed as the pre-dawn red and purple lit the underbelly of the thin clouds. The door banged in Archie’s wake, but he did not look back.







Chapter Thirty-Two
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Kiamling managed only a few restless hours’ sleep, tossing and turning. The look of horror on Archie’s face before he had fled was not how she had expected her evening to end. She did not know what she had been thinking. No, she had not been thinking at all, that much was clear. Exhausted after the fae ring, she had given in to a moment of weakness that neither of them had time for. All those love songs Jingling kept singing must have gotten under her skin. Everything was absolutely fine. She was not bothered by his rejection, nor did the memory repeat over and over in her mind like a bad dream. Now that Archie had made it clear how abhorrent the idea was, they could get on with the matter at hand: the new monsters in Hong Kong.

With renewed purpose, she headed to Barrister Ng Choy’s house. The servant who answered the door took one look at her attire and refused to let her in. She tried, in Cantonese and English, to remind him that she was the one who had rescued the barrister from his deathless slumber. He was unimpressed, folding his arms across his chest. Kiamling found herself pulling out the tools of her trade to prove a point. The handful of yellow talismans at least elicited a response.

“Buddha preserve us,” the old Chinese servant mumbled under his breath as he tried to push the door closed more vehemently.

“I’ll curse you.” Kiamling was short on patience. She hopped on one foot so she could brandish her sandal at the man’s face.

At some point between when she had looked away to grab her shoe and when she had held it up by her head, the door had fully opened. Barrister Ng Choy stood there in place of the servant.

“You’d better come in,” he said.

Unsurprisingly, his house was spacious. He showed her into the library, a room with so many books that Kiamling’s mouth gaped open. One entire wall was bookcases, austere cloth-bound English books with names like The Principles of Law. Books in languages that were neither English nor Chinese, with indecipherable titles that hurt her eyes. The wall hangings were an eclectic mix of Chinese calligraphy scrolls on rice paper and gold-framed oil paintings of knights and courtly ladies.

The servant brought tea, the lacquer tray rattling with fine porcelain. Kiamling leant forward curiously. There were so many items. Sugar cubes and slices of lemon as well as an ornate teapot, cups and saucers.

“Milk?” Barrister Ng Choy asked.

Kiamling’s face must have given her ignorance away. He poured her a cup through the strainer, topping it with creamy milk from a small jug and two lumps of sugar. Kiamling copied him to stir the fascinating concoction together before sipping it, resisting the urge to extend her pinky.

Wait until Jingling hears about this. Her elation fell as she remembered her sister still was not speaking to her.

She spat the mouthful of tea back into her cup, appalled at the sweetness. “What is this?”

“English tea,” Ng Choy said, taking a deep and satisfied gulp from his own cup. His Cantonese was fluent, but his accent took a moment to adjust to, his inflection marking him out as being from Malacca rather than Canton. “I might not remember being asleep for weeks, but my body certainly missed tea.”

Perhaps he had also lost his sense of taste. Kiamling put her cup on the table lest she accidentally take another sip of the awful concoction. “About that. I wanted to ask if you have any enemies.”

“Enemies?”

“Someone who might have trapped you in the fairy ring.”

Ng Choy blinked rapidly, as if not comprehending her words. Then his face crinkled up. He seemed indifferent for someone who had been trapped for years in another world. He switched to English. “My dear child, I am the first Chinese barrister in history. The first to be appointed to the Legislative Council of Hong Kong. Of course I have enemies. The British lawmakers both in London and locally. The Chinese merchants and officials who resent that I am from Malacca and not Peking. The locals who look at me in awe but simultaneously assume I look down on them. Your own grandmother and I had many a run-in. This is not the first and, I can assure you, will certainly not be the last attempt on my life. Do you want me to go on?”

Of course it would have been too easy if he could have said yes, here is the culprit, but Kiamling pressed on adamantly. “An enemy who understands British yiugwai, though… that must be unusual?”

“I was sick, unconscious for nearly a month. That is the second time you’ve mentioned a fairy ring. I thought perhaps I had hallucinated it. I’m afraid I recall none of this outlandish story.” His eyes held hers, voice even and unhurried. It sounded like he spoke the truth. The legal books lining the walls behind him reminded her that he was trained to redirect and find evidence that fitted the story. She took another sip from her cup, regretting it immediately.

She tried another angle, clinging to a remark he had made. “What happened between you and my grandmother?”

“Oh, nothing of consequence. She was worried the British were expanding too rapidly. The proper blessings and offerings were not being given to move the local spirits on. But we needed to compromise.”

Kiamling’s mouth twitched, wanting to defend her por por even though she had made the exact same arguments. She said nothing, letting him go on.

“My job, first and foremost, must be to the living, not the dead. How much time do you think they allot to the one Chinaman on the Legislative Council? I am lucky if I have all of five minutes to make a point. Governor Bowring wants to support education and health at the moment, to be the colony’s benevolent grandfather. I am not going to make any friends by sticking my oar in and talking about monsters under people’s beds.”

“Yiugwai will not just go away if you ignore them. They are like roaches,” Kiamling said. She shuddered, remembering the fae bugs crawling up her feet.

“Look, I got her the Hungry Ghost Festival. It was a magnanimous concession. She knew I could only support her from the margins. The same goes for you, yiugwai hunter. Do not draw so much attention to yourself. Eventually you will turn over the wrong stone and uncover a venomous snake.”

That was it, then. Ng Choy was too tactful to say as much, but this was all his implied gratitude extended to. A cup of undrinkable tea and the honour of being allowed into his house. She knew that the next time she approached, he would pretend not to see.

She went straight to the Lin Heung teahouse after the visit, wanting the busywork to take her mind off things. She took the washing-up bucket from Keilin’s startled hands and furiously worked the handle at the water pump, sloshing half of the water over the side. She squatted beside her fellow potwasher, silently scrubbing cups until the fury had gone out of her.

She hated it, but she understood it. Ng Choy had to be the model English gentleman for the British to take him seriously, to maintain his position on the Council. But in doing so, he also inadvertently made himself the exception to the rule. The one Chinaman who could. Kiamling did not know how she would have handled his burden any differently, but it left a sour taste in her mouth.

“Ah Kiam,” Keilin said finally. “You aren’t scheduled to work today.” A cup had broken in Kiamling’s hands. She hardly noticed, the edges digging into her palm.

“Can you tell Jingling I want to meet up? I want to say… sorry.” It hurt to say the word aloud, but Kiamling swallowed her pride.

“Tell her yourself,” Keilin said with an abrupt snap.

“I thought—”

“So did I. Turns out your little sister is a heartbreaker.”

Kiamling opened her mouth a couple of times, abortive attempts to defend Jingling’s good name. Desperately wanting, but also definitely not wanting, to hear more of that story. In all she had learnt about Jingling’s secret other life, she had thought she could no longer be surprised. Turned out there were many things she was still wrong about.

Someone prodded her with a stick. It was Mr Soon, the dried-food store owner, offering a respectful fist-palm salute. “I heard the news! Congratulations on reviving Barrister Ng. Everyone is talking about your great success!”

Kiamling was taken aback by the praise given freely. It was unexpected. Suspiciously kind from the cynical stallholder. “My thanks. No easy task, but I’m glad it worked.”

“Gratifying to realise you aren’t inept.” Kiamling was so taken aback she did not for once have an answer. Mr Soon ploughed on. “I take it your grandmother isn’t coming back? A shame, a shame, but life goes on.” He didn’t sound particularly worried or upset at the idea that Por Por was missing, possibly dead.

“Anyway when will I get my money back?” he said, as if asking about the weather.

“What?”

“Your blessings and protections malfunctioned; the least you can do is offer a refund. Tang sang was talking about reaching out to an exorcist her cousin knows in Macau, inviting him over. But I’m a loyal customer, you know? I don’t listen to what the others are saying about women yiugwai hunters. Your por por always gave me a good deal.”

“She did,” Kiamling said numbly. What else could she say? If it had been Por Por, he might have extended a bit more goodwill, let her make amends in other ways, but Kiamling didn’t have any such credit to her name.

“Marvellous, I’m glad we understand each other. When can I expect the money?”

“I’ll um, come by after my shift,” she said.

“Great, I’ll let the others know. I’m sure they’ll all be happy to hear it.” He moved away with a skip in his step.

Kiamling hung her head in soapy hands. It was unfair, but if she did not offer a refund, there would be no customers left when Por Por returned. There went all the money she had earned from rescuing Barrister Ng. She slapped her own cheeks. Snap out of it. There was still a few days until the debt collectors came knocking. She would just have to think of another way to raise the funds. It was not as if things could get much worse.

There was a ruckus from the far end of the street, up towards Victoria Peak. A noise that rumbled like the earth had awoken. Screams and yells. People ran past the teahouse.

She had spoken too soon.

“What in Chung Kwai’s name…” She moved towards the disturbance, a feeling of unease cramping her stomach. People were hurrying past, faces a uniform mask of horror.

“Ah gor, what’s happening?” she called to one of the construction workers.

“Tai Ping Shan Street exploded!”

“Exploded?” Kiamling grabbed his collar for further explanation, but he would not be drawn, pulling away. She tried someone else, a courtesan by the looks of her outfit. The woman shook her head. “The forest came down. The whole mountain!”

“Ah Kiam.” Keilin looked stricken. “Jingling is there. Singing at the Pavilion of Spring Buds.”

“Of course she is,” Kiamling said, her voice betraying none of the panic that hammered at her ribcage. She did not know what it was, but if Jingling was in danger, she would fight it. The eighteen levels of hell would not stop her from protecting her sister. She still had salt and iron fastened to her equipment belt, but this did not sound like fae. Something else instead. She commanded Keilin, “Go, run to Government House. Get the Englishman, Archie Redferne. Now!”

She carried on up the slope. The stream of people continued, but she still could not see what had caused the commotion. The road was littered with abandoned wares. A sedan chair toppled on its side. Baskets of leafy green vegetables, golden fish maw and brown water chestnuts rolling down towards her.

Something flickered out of the corner of her eye. She pointed her coin sword instinctively before she could look. It was the green tendrils of a plant. As she watched, the shoots pushed out from between the cracks in the road, wrapping up and around the spokes of a cart. Pink buds burst open into bright five-petalled orchids. A carpet of leaves swept down from the perpendicular road like the trickle of a stream, the bright yellow dots of balsam flowers scattered in the green.

Kiamling turned the corner.
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Tai Ping Shan Street was a forest.

Emerald-green bamboo stems towered in confident brushstrokes, thick and tall. Only the delicate foliage, high overhead, swayed in the gentle breeze. The afternoon light was dappled through the leaves.

Kiamling stared in confusion as the earth gave a deep growl beneath her. She leapt back just in time, as more spear-like bamboo shoots burst through the ground. They stretched upwards, creaking, growing faster than seemed possible into more foreboding pillars.

Behind the dense forest, she could just about glimpse the opium dens and brothels, carpeted in thick moss and flowers, as if nature had reclaimed the street. Another few bamboo shoots pushed from the ground as she tentatively weaved between the stems, but the rate of new growth had slowed, contained entirely within the street. The barrier between this world and the next had thinned once again, and Kiamling would have put money on the heart of the forest being located at the Pavilion of Spring Buds.

Jingling was in there.

She tightened the grip on her coin sword and ploughed on. The brothel should have been a short walk away, but the bamboo made it difficult to find a direct path. She had to twist between the vast pillars of segmented green stems. Underfoot, the narrow leaves rustled with her steps.

Bamboo forests grew upon the slopes of Victoria Peak. Kiamling had visited them before, foraging with her sister for plants and roots. This was not the same. For one, it was eerily quiet, without the birdsong or the long-tailed macaques swinging overhead. Evidence of the street was still apparent. A couple of sedan chairs were just visible beneath a carpet of fallen leaves. A wooden sign advertising fine entertainment and refreshments had been yanked high into the canopy, pierced by bamboo stalks and creaking precariously overhead. The buildings she could see at the periphery were partially obscured by rolling mist. Panicked, she turned, but even though she could not have walked far, the end of the street was no longer visible. Swallowed up by the forest.

Onwards.

A few more steps and Kiamling froze. Goosebumps ran up her right foot, reverberating through the bones of her leg and up her spine. She pulled back her foot from the uneven ground in front of her. A moss mound that made no sense in the middle of the road. She scraped back the earth, revealing a ghoulish face contorted in agony. The body of a European merchant. His skin was ashen, cheeks hollow and dry, like every last ounce of qi had been sucked out of him. Pretty yellow flowers grew out of his ears, curling like a snail from a shell.

Kiamling shuddered, scattering a handful of glutinous rice over him. The grains hissed as they touched the dead man’s skin, turning black. She stood back up, her eyes picking out all the other mossy lumps on the ground between the bamboo stems.

A woman’s voice screamed in the distance, and all caution went to the wind.

“Jingling!” Kiamling slashed down through the bamboo blocking her way. Precise diagonal cuts. Tall stems slid apart and then toppled to one side. In the blur of falling leaves, she saw movement.

A burst of qi propelled her forward, using the cut stalks as stepping stones to boost her into the air. Her foot pushed off the tall stems, alternating left and right on qi-lightened feet as if she climbed an invisible ladder. The bamboo reverberated like hollow drums. She ran along a stem, the bamboo bowing as she reached the summit. The branches swayed under her as she balanced precariously, looking for the source of the sound.

Below her a blur of black and another scream.

She jumped to another treetop, and another, moving quickly as the lean bamboo yielded under her. She aimed a batgua mirror towards the shape below, the light from its surface pinpointed down. A pained roar reached her ears, and then the bamboo stalk beneath her broke.

She leapt to the next one, but as soon as her feet landed, it snapped too. Cut down. She jumped again, trying to outrun her opponent below. Another crack and she was falling. She stabbed out with her coin sword as she tumbled, embedding it into a nearby stem. Her hands were slick with sweat, making the hilt slippery. The blade started to slide down, splitting the full length of the stalk. Thin branches whipped against her falling body. The ground rushed up quickly, and she had to fling herself to another thicket. She wrapped herself around a stem but continued to slip, slowly, the ridges of the bamboo burning against her hands.

She flung her coin sword once more, thrusting it horizontally into another wide bamboo trunk. She pushed herself off her current perch, landing on the flat blade of her embedded sword. This time it held. The world lurched, but she had a moment to breathe. Below her, the shadow beast from the Hungry Ghost Festival prowled. It looked up, baring sharp teeth, red eyes narrowed. It had changed since she last saw it, outside the opium den. Its dark fur shorter, sleek whereas before it had been shaggy. It was bigger too, nearly as big as an ox, with ears that curved like horns. But she knew it was the same beast from the red in its treacherous eyes and the flames that smouldered like hot coals just beneath the thick black pelt.

She moved before the beast could cut down her current perch, grabbing her sword as she vaulted to the next stem, and the next. She slashed upwards with her blade, cutting segments of bamboo as she moved. Hurling spear after spear down towards the beast. The sharpened bamboo embedded deep into the ground, narrowly missing.

She was too far away. She sprang down onto the ground, landing in a crouch. The shadow beast roared, the heat from its mouth like a blacksmith’s furnace. In the treetops it had seemed manageable, but up close, it was much bigger; as if it had fed.

Perhaps Por Por was right, on occasion, and Kiamling did have a tendency to make badly thought-through decisions. No time to reflect, she ran as fast as her qi speed would allow her. The bamboo hindered her every move. Unlike the houses on the night of the fire, the forest seemed impervious to the flames that arched up the demon’s back. Made of the same substance, Kiamling speculated, as jaws snapped at her between a narrow gap of stems. Too close. Thick heat scalded her back as the beast yanked its head back.

Perhaps, then, the forest could hurt it. She pointed two fingers down at the leaves on the ground and yanked them up with her qi. Her hands moved to hold them together in a dense swirling sphere. Her feet snagged under her as she backed up, tripping on something underfoot. As she fell, she thrust the leaves out towards the beast.

The leaves flew from around her, sharp as darts as they embedded into the shadow demon’s pelt. It stopped, howling as it shook the projectiles loose. Nothing more than a nuisance. Then it stalked forward, a slight limp on its right side.

The move had at least bought her enough time to scramble away on her hands and knees. Steps, she had tripped over stone steps. Sure enough, she found the double doors of a building at the top, the familiar brass rings of the wulei jing’s brothel, even though they were now green with moss. She hastened inside, slamming the door shut just as the beast rammed into it.

“Nope, no thank you. We are closed. You are definitely not welcome here,” she said, plastering the seam between the doors with dozens of yellow fu. Her fingers dipped into red ink paste as she wrote every useful magical character she could think of. Stop. Wall. Barrier. Impassable. And remembering the guardian lions at the racetrack, she added No entry and Go away in English. All of them piled on top of each other to form new characters that did not exist in any language but that made her intent very clear.

She sat down with her back against the door. The beast continued to attack it, the wood pushing into her shoulder blades with each blow. Her ribs ached from where she had fallen, and she prodded them gently with her hand. A gasp escaped her lips. Broken.

Inside the Pavilion of Spring Buds, the open room was unrecognisable. Bamboo shoots burst from the fine wooden flooring, but not in the vertical columns of the street outside. These were clustered like siege defences, sharp spear-like points facing outwards in all directions; snagged against the upper floor banister. Other trees grew, their leaves and shapes unfamiliar to Kiamling’s eyes.

The largest was at the centre of the room. Its wide trunk bulged as though liquid moved beneath the bark, pushing to be let out. Its branches were low and plentiful, spreading a wide canopy like a many-armed beast groping for purchase. She could smell moss, and dank earth, colder and wetter than anything she had ever experienced. A forest from another land.

Were these European trees?
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The thudding at her back finally stopped. Kiamling did not dare move, waiting for the beast to burst from another door, or drop down from the roof above. When nothing happened, she tentatively got to her feet.

It did not take a professional yiugwai hunter to figure out this was the heart of the forest. The centre where the barriers had thinned. Kiamling moved carefully around the perimeter of the room, her eyes fixed on the tree. Round the back, the trunk had split open, as if a fork of lightning had struck it. Inside the gap, the figure of a woman with long dark hair was partially enfolded.

Jingling!

All caution dissolved at the thought of her sister bound and captured. Kiamling flew forward, heart leaden within her. Blood roared in her ears, cutting off all sensible options. Her hands reached to tear the roots that bound the woman’s body. Thick gnarled vines splayed across her legs and lower chest, twisted around her wrists and up her arms. Kiamling unsheathed the short iron cleaver that she had never returned to Butcher Fung, and used it to cut into a root. Sap wept from the wound, and the branches overhead shook as if the tree felt it. Then the roots visibly tightened, pulling the captive further into the hollow. The woman whimpered and raised her head.

“Get out, while you still can,” she said in a hoarse whisper. A vine around her neck pressed against her throat. It was not Jingling after all. It was Madam Yau, almost unrecognisable with her hair loose across her face. Her usually vibrant robes had turned brown, as if she had been dragged through the earth.

Kiamling ignored her, sawing with her blade at the vine around the brothel owner’s neck. Something grabbed at her robes, making her drop the cleaver. It fell not with a clatter but with a sucking spongy sound into the darkness of the hollow. Kiamling did not want to feel around in there to find it.

Madam Yau’s hand tugged at her. “Find Jingling. She can…” Her eyes bulged, her lips moving, but the vine had squeezed too tight against her neck for her to give voice to the words.

What could Jingling possibly do in this scenario: sing the nightmare tree to death?

“It’s okay, I’ll get you out.” The comfort rang false even in her own ears. Madam Yau’s eyes flickered over Kiamling’s shoulder.

“Are you one of them?” a voice said in English.

Kiamling turned slowly, hand reaching into the pouch at her waist. Behind her was a small boy in short trousers and a matching lapelled jacket. His blonde hair was parted to one side and his eyes were startlingly green. Nothing about his appearance put Kiamling at ease.

“One of who?”

“One of these strumpets who bewitch good men.” The words were at odds with his toothy grin and the rosy hue to his cheeks. But there was a shadow beast prowling outside and a bamboo forest full of corpses. This was no ordinary child.

“She is the worst, of course. The ringleader,” he continued, gesturing towards Madam Yau. The vines crept up her chest now. Her skin was tinged green also, as if becoming one with the bark. “But I caught her with her own trick. Trap me in a tree.”

As the boy scoffed, the hollow in the tree started to come together, closing over Madam Yau’s body. He was the one controlling it.

“Look, I get it. She’s not exactly my favourite person either. But she’s got one thing going for her.”

“What?”

Kiamling unleashed the full Chung Kwai glare. “She isn’t wasting saliva on this bullshit.” She threw a handful of salt at his feet. He leapt back instinctively, giving her the chance to sprint forward and slap a fu on his forehead.

The boy laughed, a sound that teetered between child and man. He ripped the fu off, but its words of exorcism had smeared onto his skin like a tattoo.

His voice broke, rough and low, as his body shifted also. Cracks like a tree branch snapping in half. He grew taller in jerky increments, towering over Kiamling. His face pockmarked, a dark beard covering his chin and a woodcutter’s axe in his hand.

He swung, narrowly missing her as the blade sliced through nearby bamboo stems. Kiamling parried with her coin sword, sparks flashing where the metals met. Her sword was not designed for a sustained clash of blades, and the strength of the shapeshifter’s blows was enough to make her whole body ache. The best she could do was keep moving, ducking over and under the saplings and bamboo stems as the big man stalked her through the room. He swung the axe again, cutting down swathes of bamboo. What in Chung Kwai’s name was his blade made of? The bamboo stalks fell, hollow clatters against the open balcony above. The long pole-like stems criss-crossed the room.

Kiamling made the sensible decision to keep out of range of his weapon. She ran up one of the cut bamboo stalks, arms outstretched to balance herself as she vaulted over the balcony of the upper floor. She looked back but the shapeshifter was nowhere to be seen.

The whistle of air behind her was the only warning. She raised her coin sword just in time, the axe ringing against the flat of the blade. She pushed qi for strength into her sword arm, holding despite their difference in size.

She had no time to think, meeting the axe swings with her sword as best she could. Nevertheless her feet were being pushed back, the relentless onslaught inching her step by step towards the stairs. She needed to get back to Madam Yau before the roots suffocated her.

She sidestepped the man’s next swing, the axe thudding into the ornate wooden railing instead. As he struggled to free it, she focused qi strength into her left leg and booted him with a roundhouse kick. He went flying over the railing, crashing into the bamboo below. She could not go on like this. Her internal energy had not been completely replenished after the fae episode, and she could sense the bottom of the pool already.

“Ah Kiam!” a voice hissed behind her. Jingling peeked out of one of the bedroom doors, reaching out to squeeze her arm.

“Jingling, are you okay?” Relief suffused her. The sight of her sister’s face gave Kiamling energy.

“Distract him, get him away from the big tree.” Jingling was stunning in her loose-fitting floor-length robes, the pink contrasting with a vivid blue asymmetrical border around the collar and sleeves.

“We need to get out,” Kiamling urged, one eye on the man below as he picked himself off the bamboo that had broken his fall.

Jingling shook her head, hair sticks jangling. Despite looking like a pretty orchid, there was determination beneath the layer of make-up. The Au family stubborn streak. Her singsong voice pleaded, used to getting her own way. “Trust me, Ah Kiam. I can get Madam Yau out. Then you can close this thing, can’t you? The doorway he came through.”

Kiamling did not know if she could close it. Her whole body shook to think of Jingling in danger, without the martial skills to defend herself. She wanted nothing more than to tuck her sister under her arm and protect her. But that was what she always did. She needed to trust. To accept that Jingling had her own choices to make also. “Okay, I’ll buy you some time.”

The shapeshifter looked up as if tempted to vault back to the upper floor. Kiamling had to keep him away from Jingling. She ran around the other side of the open balcony, getting closer to the sprawling tree below. This might be about the stupidest thing she had done this week. She hesitated just a moment, thinking about the opium den, about nearly kissing Archie in her house. Scratch that, the stupidest thing she had done today.

She pushed off the side of a pillar and dived head-first toward the heart of the ancient tree. She could see where the crack split it open, a gap between the wide branches. With her coin sword in both hands, she leapt from one branch to the next, qi lightening her steps. Was surprised to find she had more qi left than she had thought.

She slammed her sword down into the crack, thrusting it until it would go no further, nearly to the hilt. The coins glowed yellow, then white, too bright to look at. The smell of scorched wood smoked up from the hole, but it was not enough. Her power could not fully split the tree.

Above her she saw Jingling shaking her head. Oh yes, she had promised to keep the shapeshifter away from the tree, not tempt him towards it. Well, she had got his attention at least. Backup plan then. But when she yanked the sword by the hilt, it would not budge.

“I won’t fall for that one again, witch,” the man said. He barely looked scratched from the fall.

“In Chung Kwai’s name, what are you on about? Do you have something against all women, or is there a specific list?” Kiamling yelled in exasperation. She tried surreptitiously with the sword handle again, but it was wedged fast.

“Viviane, Nimuë, Lady of the Lake. You are everywoman, and each of you an ambitious harlot.”

“Well, none of those names are Yau Yuhuan, or Au Kiamling. Damned if I know why you might be pissed at courtesans, but you cannot just go around calling all women harlots. Some people need the money, some have no way out, some just inexplicably want to sing on a stage even though it might’ve been a good idea to tell their family about it earlier.” She heard a laugh from overhead.

The man quirked an eyebrow at her tirade, then came at her. His axe was stuck fast in the upper balcony, her sword in the blasted tree. They collided with a barrage of kicks and punches instead.

Kiamling had been taught by the Ten Tigers of Canton. She could never say she was the star pupil, always backchatting, more likely to get cuffed across the head for turning up late. But she had mastered enough to hold her own without a weapon. Quick footwork kept her moving low to the ground while her arms and hands moved in parallel, never still, ready to strike out suddenly with short, fast jabs.

They moved along a tree branch as they fought, the bough getting thinner and more precarious the further they went. Kiamling dodged an uppercut to the chin, swerving as she caught a glimpse of white robes from the corner of her eye. Lui gwei had seeped from the walls and crept out between floorboards. The insubstantial female ghosts approached the hollow tree trunk, casting a cautious glance at the fight overhead.

Jingling and the lui gwei. That might work. The man sensed her distracted gaze, turning to look.

“Hey, pig brain! Fight’s over here.” Kiamling swept her feet under him, and as he fell, she pasted another fu to his head. The red ink dissolved on contact, absorbing once more into his skin. He wiped at his face, tossing the now blank fu to one side as he leapt to the nearby bamboo stems.

His appearance changed again with an audible crack. The same height but leaner, with broad shoulders that tapered to his waist. Tousled brown hair, a chain-mail shirt with a red tabard over the top. Wait. She had seen this one before: like one of the knight paintings in Barrister Ng’s house.

“Is this more to your liking?”

Rather than answer, Kiamling somersaulted over his head onto another of the bamboo stalks. It rolled under her, settling as it wedged between the railings overhead. Most of the bamboo had been cut by the man’s earlier actions, splayed like firewood against the balcony and walls, wedged in by the broad limbs of the tree that grew from the centre.

Kiamling ran up the bamboo, feeling it bounce beneath her weight. The man was behind her, moving up a parallel stem. At the top, she kicked herself off the balcony. The stalk lifted her away from him, pivoting on its narrow base before toppling against the railings on the opposite side of the room.

A bamboo spear flew through the air towards her. Kiamling ducked, the hollow tube whistling past her cheek and splintering on the railing. More followed, the man hefting the projectiles across the room. She jumped and tumbled onto the upper floor to avoid them, her rage only growing with every near miss.

Below her, the white flickering shapes of the lui gwei shimmered around the hollow central tree, working on something. Jingling, a blur in pink, slipped round the edges of the lower floor, ducking behind moss-covered chairs and pillars.

Kiamling yanked one of the spears from where it had embedded itself into a door. With a half-feral yell, she flung herself off the balcony, swinging across on another cut bamboo pole. The man grinned and grabbed onto one on his side, meeting her halfway. She swung the spear, aiming for the side of his head, but he was too fast, blocking her move with his arm and grabbing the weapon, giving it a vicious twist. The reverberations shook through her bones. Her grip slackened, but she gritted her teeth and ignored the pain, swinging the spear back round towards his chest. Again he blocked it, the weapon creaking before it splayed into dozens of strips.

The poles they were holding onto swung in opposite directions, wedged in the central tree’s branches. Kiamling jumped across to another, kicking off the tree to meet him as their bamboo stems crossed. She thrust the broken spear at his face, the strips fouling his vision as she shoved him away. Back and forth they parried, swinging from one side of the room to the other, until it was impossible to move for the precarious heap of interlocked bamboo at the centre of the room.

Kiamling had the upper hand. Her brashness, unsuited for jobs that needed tact and diplomacy, shone in a brawl. She would pay for it tomorrow, but her body showed no sign of tiring. Under the right circumstances, the indifference to her own safety was a positive boon.

The man gave her a look. Reassessing the risk she posed. Kiamling could not help but gloat. “I could keep this up all day.”

“But they can’t,” he said. Kiamling had forgotten that she was trying to divert his attention from below. He dived down, joints cracking with audible pops as he arched over the cut bamboo stems. His arms and legs became white hooves, and branches burst from his head. No, not branches. Antlers, pointed as sharpened blades.
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A majestic stag landed on white hooves. The beast charged towards her sister’s position as a garbled shout of warning screeched from Kiamling’s mouth. Jingling scrabbled out from behind a pillar like a scurrying mouse, pushing herself through the mass of twisted bamboo and branches at the centre of the room. The stag lowered his head, antlers taking great gouges out of the wood as he gave chase, but he was unable to push deeper in. He pawed the ground in frustration.

From within the behemoth central tree, white light pierced in every direction. Straight lines that rose up to the roof and touched the walls. The lines flickered, undulating in thick waves.

Tails.

Nine tails.

“Now, Ah Kiam. Now!” Jingling’s muffled voice yelled from the wood pile. It looked like a pyre, Kiamling realised with morbid dread.

“Now?” she lobbed back in exasperation.

The stag reared up and Jingling gave a high-pitched squeal, crawling further in on her hands and knees. The beast slashed left and right and left again with his antlers, collapsing a small portion of the precarious pile.

“Jingling, are you hurt?” Kiamling stood there like some gawking idiot, unable to get her feet to move.

“No, but if it’s not a terrible inconvenience… now would still be good.”

“Fine, now!” Kiamling pushed her sleeves up to the elbow, cracking her neck to one side then the other. “Hey, forest face, pick on someone your own size.”

With that she ran towards the stag, feet moving from floor to bamboo to tree branch. As she vaulted over his head, his antlers tore into her thigh, slicing it open. The pain struck through her but she had achieved her aim. She was straddling his back, albeit backwards.

She smacked his rump. The stag jumped high on all four legs, trying to dislodge her, shaking his head to reach her with his antlers. “To think, a mere woman got the better of you.”

The stag’s rage smouldered through his russet fur. He leapt over fallen bamboo, slammed into it with his side. It opened up the wound in her leg, blood dripping down to the ground as she struggled to hold on. Not the most comfortable ride, but nevertheless Kiamling kept laughing. “Something getting to you, wild man?”

He bucked once more, this time succeeding in throwing her to the ground. The pain from her broken rib radiated across her side as a reminder of all her poor decision-making. She rolled fast to avoid his hooves.

“I am Merlin, wisest of prophets, greatest of druids. And you, Au Kiamling, will bring doom upon us all.”

Spread around the room in a jerky spiral was the red string Kiamling had unspooled as she straddled the stag’s back. It lay tangled up in the bamboo and branches like gossamer cobwebs. The end was caught up in his antlers. A prophet, was it? Made a lot of sense. Fortune-tellers were notorious little shits. “Tell me something I didn’t already know.”

Kiamling brought her fingers together and sparks lit the red string. The stag flinched away, caught in a trap of his own making. With Merlin incapacitated, she limped towards the central tree, a trail of blood dripping behind her.

Jingling ran into her arms, her hug never so welcome as it was now. Better than medicine. The lui gwei had succeeded in tearing away the vines to free Madam Yau. They needed to shut the doorway. There was an answer here, she just had to look for the clues.

Her coin sword was still embedded in the top of the tree, at the split that ran down one side. A rift between realms – not the fae, but somewhere else this time. It had pulled a whole forest through, alongside this shapeshifter with a grudge against all the women who had wronged him. Her eyes flickered back to the lui gwei huddled around Madam Yau. They twisted their long necks, holding each other in comfort. Before, Kiamling had seen their hollowed bodies and bloodstained clothing as a threat of impending violence. Now she saw them as they truly were. Victims. The blood was theirs, spilt against their will. Their milky-white eyes and sewn-up mouths prevented them from seeing or speaking about the injustices that had been wrought upon them. The brothel madam had merely sought to give them nourishment and peace.

Without Por Por maintaining whatever protective barriers kept the place safe, the Pavilion of Spring Buds had become a focal point of spiritual energy. A rift had opened and enticed through a monster who was the antithesis to the safe haven.

Kiamling followed the argument to its logical conclusion. The shapeshifter wanted to seal Madam Yau in the tree, her death propping the door open for more yiugwai to come through. In which case the opposite might also be true: sealing him inside would close it.

“We need to lure him in,” she said, pointing to the hollow.

“I’ll do it. After all, it’s me he detests.” Madam Yau rose to her feet unsteadily. Her nine tails flicked behind her like an open fan.

Kiamling heard the now familiar jerking and popping sound of shapeshifting. Between the criss-crossed lines of bamboo, the stag folded over. Half his size and then half again, until he had shifted into a bird. Plumage of blue-grey down his back with a rust-coloured speckled breast. His round black eyes swirled with amusement at her expression, before he spread his wings and took to the air.

He was a compact bird of prey, keeping out of reach before he plummeted down between the foliage to rake at them with sharp talons. Jingling shrieked as a claw caught her arm, Kiamling batting the ferocious bird away before he could do more harm. He would not keep still, flying up and diving down to harass them with talons and beak.

Madam Yau grew bigger. White fur lined her skin and her sharp face elongated into the triangular snout of a fox. She towered over them, the size of a small elephant. A matriarch protecting her own.

“Kiamling, villain-hit him,” Jingling hissed as they ducked down behind Madam Yau’s back. The wulei jing swiped out with her tails, but the bird kept just out of reach before raking down across her hide. A dozen wounds seeped already, red blood stark against the white.

“You know, with the shoe…” Jingling could not participate in many of their monster-hunting practices, but she always listened. Demanding the full story at home, giving her frank opinion even when it was not solicited. Kiamling had found the feedback annoying, but she understood it now: Jingling could see the overarching picture when she herself was often too engrossed in the moment.

She pulled out a fu, writing Merlin on it in uneven English letters.

“I curse you…” she began. She pulled off one of her battered sandals and smacked it against the talisman, but the material was too soft to do any damage, like beating a rug with a feather.

“Use mine,” Jingling said, eyes bright. She unlaced a fancy leather boot with a hard sole.

“Where did you get… No, never mind.” Kiamling hammered the heel of the boot onto the paper slip. This time it tore easily. Much more satisfying.

The ritual curse words rang out as she hammered the talisman, turning it this way and that like tenderising a piece of meat. Holes appeared in the thin paper, growing bigger like moth-eaten gaps. She muttered the words now, trance-like; they had taken on a meaning beyond anything understood by human ears. Words of power that lingered in the air, calling across the veil. Suddenly she faced an ink-like darkness without beginning or end. Encircled by the faceless bodies she had seen within the fairy ring. Their edges unsubstantial and flickering, too still to be breathing. They took a step inwards, synchronised, dark blue robes brushing against her as they tightened the noose. Por Por was in here somewhere. If Kiamling just had some time, she could—

Overhead, the bird shrieked, snapping her attention upwards. The figures had gone, a mote of dust in her eye. Merlin launched himself at the sisters, but Madam Yau shielded them with her tails. He landed, shifting once more. Bones cracking in motions more effortful than they had been before as he took on the form of an old man, long grey beard tapering off mid-chest. He leant on a gnarled staff, a ragged cloak covering his rake-thin body.

“You bewitched me. Time and time again!” He aimed the staff at Madam Yau, and a pack of hunting dogs leapt out of a knotty burr on a nearby tree, their teeth sinking into the wulei jing’s white fur. The hounds disappeared moments later, but the damage was done. Madam Yau collapsed on the ground, shrinking back into human form. The lui gwei clustered around her, making wordless distressed sounds through their needle mouths, their white bodies flickering like sputtering candles.

Kiamling had to finish the curse. Breaking off midway would help no one. Just two more lines to the incantation.

“If I am to be trapped, then come with me. My love.” The vicious edge to Merlin’s voice said there was no such emotion involved. He moved forward, dragging the semi-conscious wulei jing across the ground with him. Jingling tried to stop him, but the roots near her legs wrapped round her in a vice.

One more line.

The lui gwei moaned and pulled at his robes, slowing him down. Where they touched him, their transparent fingers turned silver, leaching the qi from him. Wait. Qi. If he was a spirit from another realm, he should not have qi. Which meant… there was a human host beneath that form.

The incantation was done. But Kiamling still needed to feed the curse to a tiger. Her improvised plan had been for Madam Yau to swallow it: a fox was similar enough. But the wulei jing was in no position to help now; too far, too weak.

She recalled Por Por swallowing the curse in front of Reverend Nairns at the Hungry Ghost Festival. Desperate times and all that. She put the wad of shredded paper into her mouth and chewed. It was dry and tasteless, the ink and blood she had used to write his name bitter with iron.

But she could be a tiger.

Villain hitting was not an exact art. Instead it cursed the recipient to a series of misfortunes. Bad luck.

She swallowed.

Merlin tripped over his own robes. He leant on his staff, but it snapped clean in half on impact, the upper portion knocking him across the temple. Kiamling ran forward, hitting his paralysis points in rapid succession before she slammed both palms on his chest. He flew back into the hollow, the roots twisting around his ankles in a macabre embrace. Even curses needed a helping hand.

“Witch!” he yelled. One foot broke loose. He was strong. Stronger than her curse even. Kiamling shook the unconscious wulei jing on the ground. “We need lightning! Do you hear me? Now!”

Before Merlin could take a step forward, the lui gwei surged forward, holding him in place. Silver leached even further up through their opaque forms.

“Ah Kiam, be more polite!” Jingling advised, still bound tight by thick tree roots.

Kiamling groaned long and low. Did her little sister honestly think being polite would get through? She bit back her retort, willing to try anything. “Illustrious Madam Yau. We would appreciate it greatly if you woke the fuck up!”

The wulei jing stirred, her sharp eyes opening. On her forehead and across her cheeks, red swirls appeared. “Has anyone ever told you – you have the most abrasive voice?”

Kiamling ignored her, gesturing emphatically at the coin sword’s hilt, visible at the top of the tree trunk. “Lightning, please?”

Madam Yau stood up, her tails once more unfurling behind her. She called the lui gwei back to her. The female ghosts turned their heads to look, milky eyes no more than hollows, bodies shrivelled like spent incense. More transparent than when she had released them from the paper umbrellas. They did not move.

“Come.” Her voice hitched.

“We don’t have time for this!” Kiamling yelled. The roots around Merlin were a thin tangled net, but he was winning in the struggle against the hollow’s grasp. Only the lui gwei kept him in place. The ghosts murmured wordlessly, the sound of a breeze whistling through a cave. Their faces sad smiles. They had all but faded away, leaving only the bright red bloodstains across their white robes. A memory of the violence of their passing.

“What are you waiting for?” said Kiamling.

Madam Yau went rigid, her fingers clenched into claws. Finally she raised her hand overhead and called to the skies. Above her, clouds rolled in from nowhere, layering on top of each other until the ceiling was engulfed. Crackles lit the bellies of the clouds, simmering within.

Madam Yau pointed with taloned nails. A single jagged lightning strike pierced down, thick as the mast of a junk ship, hitting the coin sword and tearing down the massive tree trunk, shimmering under the crackled bark to show every wrinkle. Loose pieces flew off in every direction. The smell of charred wood filled the room.

The seam of the hollow came together, closing like drapes from top to bottom over Merlin’s struggling body. Now whole again, the trunk pulsed as the shapeshifter within sought to break free. The bark thinned and bulged where he pushed out with his hands, pouches like burrs under the surface. He thrust his head out, screams muffled by the wood. The bark was indented with the shape of his nose and the gaping maw of his mouth.

All of a sudden everything was still. The clouds cleared and Kiamling blinked away the lights swimming in her eyes. The forest in the room had gone, leaving only bamboo leaves and scattered broken stems on the floor. At the centre stood the remnants of the great tree, branches ragged stumps where they had been cleaved away, the face of a man still visible in the bark as a great gnarled knot.

Madam Yau fell to her knees, weeping into both hands. Kiamling patted her awkwardly. “He’s gone. We did it.”

The brothel owner’s howls simply got louder. Jingling smothered the woman in a warm embrace, hands tenderly stroking her hair. She gave her sister a look.

“What?” Kiamling gestured in confusion.

“They’re gone too,” Jingling said softly. Only then did Kiamling realise why the wulei jing was so upset. The lui gwei had sacrificed themselves. For her. Trapped in the tree also, with no chance of rejoining the cycle of life for another turn.

A monster crying over ghosts. She had not thought they knew how to love. Another assumption of hers contradicted. Her eyes flickered back up to the tree trunk, drawn to the face that bulged from one side. In its final form it had changed again. “I recognise him.”

“Secretary Francis Peake,” Madam Yau said, voice wrung out. “He’s a regular.”

The main door burst open behind them. Archie stood there, out of breath.







Chapter Thirty-Six
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“Archie,” Kiamling said, her voice unnaturally high. With everything that had happened, she had forgotten she had told Keilin to fetch him. She threw her arms around the startled Englishman, using the motion to gesture at Jingling behind her. Was it murder if they had trapped Secretary Peake in a tree rather than killing him? She was not sure the British police force would see the difference.

Archie stiffened for a moment, and then he tentatively returned the gesture. Belatedly Kiamling realised they had never embraced before. A hand, a wrist, her ruined back: this was different. He was pressed up against her from his shoulders down the length of him. His nose was against her hair and Kiamling pretended not to notice how he breathed her in. He felt warm, firm, familiar. Like her arms had been there before, even though she knew that could not be true.

“Good heavens, is that Secretary Peake?” Archie’s face was already so pale, Kiamling had not believed it could get any whiter. He moved away from her, his eyes flicking between her and the tree, the distance between them suddenly a chasm.

“Um… no?” she tried. She glared at her sister, but Jingling shrugged. The tree drew all attention. It was impossible not to stare.

Archie moved forward, circling the tree and examining it from all angles.

“We didn’t realise it was him,” Kiamling said.

“I did,” Madam Yau corrected. Her face was tear-stained, red liner running like blood down her cheeks. She tilted her chin upwards. “He was an insatiable brute. Violent. I accepted his custom at first, his pockets were deep. But tonight when he came in, there was something wrong. I asked him to leave, and the next moment a whole forest had grown around us.”

“A yiugwai,” Jingling said.

Kiamling nodded thoughtfully. “Possessed by one. The building, the tree was a doorway. His emotions providing the conduit. He called himself Merlin.”

She was watching for Archie’s reaction. His face flitted from horror to confusion. On hearing the shapeshifter’s name, his eyes snapped back to Kiamling’s like a fish on the line. “That’s not possible. Merlin is a legend. A folk tale.”

“Just like fairy rings?”

“Civilised people do not believe in druids, in any of this.” The Englishman shifted in discomfort. Trying his best to stay firm as the keystone of his belief system was pulled out over his head.

Kiamling pounced on his words. “Indeed. Then civilised people have nothing to report. They saw nothing untoward…” She floundered, brain too exhausted to comply with her improvised response.

“Damage was caused by a localised typhoon,” Jingling smoothly finished for her. “Very localised. Secretary Peake unfortunately went missing in the chaos. Alongside many other innocents.”

“A typhoon.” Archie rolled the idea around in his mouth like a taste he was uncertain of. He nodded slowly as his eyes slid back to the tree. “It’s the only logical explanation.”

He would keep quiet. For now. Even if the secret seemed to weigh on him. How easily he swallowed the lie. So resolute was his belief in his Church and his government that he could pretend not to see things he had witnessed with his own eyes. Had it happened often, back in his homeland? The cover-up at Happy Valley racetrack could not be the first. Ghosts and monsters written off as the tall tales of naïve locals, of wise women or inebriates, because people did not want to face a darkness that looked back. Something without easy explanation. Wild. Out of their control. Like her.

“Kiamling, are you all right?” Archie’s voice swirled around her ears like one of those fairy mosquitoes. She was staring again, hand stretched out towards his face. How could he be right beside her and yet still impossibly far away? Rather churlishly, the floor and roof decided to rise up and change places. It made her dizzy. The pain of everything rushed in all at once.

“It’s fine.” Jingling’s voice was soft but insistent. “She’s with family. We look after each other.”

Peculiar. Kiamling could picture her sister’s determined expression, but her eyes had decided to go on strike. The floor hurtled towards her as she fainted.
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Kiamling awoke to the familiar woody smell of Eight Treasure revitalising soup. She turned onto her side, regretting it immediately as a pain shot up her thigh. How could she have forgotten: a shapeshifting deer had gored her.

The clanking of earthenware and porcelain penetrated her sleep-addled fugue, but she kept her eyes firmly closed. As soon as she opened them, she would have to talk to Jingling, make amends for all the awful things she had said. Any rational person would get it over with, but Kiamling was not known for her common sense. It would be so much easier if she could just hit something to make it better, but unfortunately that was not how family relationships worked.

“You think I don’t know you’re awake? I’ve slept next to you my whole life – your snoring rivals a water buffalo.”

“You little…” Kiamling began, absolutely falling for the trap as indignation opened her eyes. Jingling put the tray down on the ground, sticking her tongue out. One point to her little sister.

“Soup’s ready.” Jingling blew on the spoon to cool it. Her lily-white skin unblemished from the sun that somehow tanned Kiamling no matter how she stayed in the shade. Like an immortal come down from Mount Kunlun, her sister almost sparkled with benevolence. Wait, Kiamling recognised that knotted belt Jingling was wearing round her simple robes; it was hers! She had been searching fruitlessly for it for weeks. She gritted her teeth and hoisted herself into a sitting position, snatching the bowl from Jingling to feed herself before her sister won any more good-karma points.

The careful combination of dried roots, mushrooms and black dates had been brewed for hours, the rich flavours warming her chest as she drank. It tasted like the earth. Bottled sunshine, mellow and golden on her tongue. Por Por had ensured both sisters knew how to make herbal soups for most ailments, but it was Eight Treasure revitalising soup that they knew best. They had learnt to brew the qi-enhancing remedy from a young age, when their parents stumbled into the house exhausted after monster hunting all night.

She drank two bowls, the soup stopping the migraine that pulsed at the corners of her vision, but she was still faint. She did not want to admit that her qi reserves were low, still not replenished from the fairy-ring episode before she had plunged head-first into that malevolent forest.

Jingling appraised her critically as she took the empty bowl away. Kiamling’s tongue was still glued to the roof of her mouth. The apology sat there, a viper coiled behind her teeth. Stubbornly refusing to give the opening gambit. Saving someone’s life ought to be enough, surely.

Jingling shook her head, as if she were the older sister. “For Chung Kwai’s sake!”

She spun Kiamling around on the bed so she was facing the wall. Before Kiamling could protest, Jingling sat down behind her and her hands slapped together before lightly touching her back, the heat from them warming through her clothes and round her ribcage.

“Stop wiggling,” Jingling warned.

“It’s tickly, you need more pressure.”

“The words you are looking for are thank you.” Jingling nonetheless pressed harder, her palm and fingers in full contact, and the effect was noticeable. The trickle of qi became a steady stream, flowing through Jingling’s hands into Kiamling’s body. The broken rib knitted its edges back together, a thrum of intense heat as her sister’s qi healed her. Kiamling bit back the automatic responses that formed in her mind: she didn’t need the help; Jingling didn’t know what she was doing. Except she did. Clearly.

Kiamling’s qi reserves were at their lowest ebb. She did not know when a new danger might arise. She bit down the sense of disorientation. It made no sense to reject her sister’s qi healing simply because she was the elder of the two. That thinking had got them into this mess in the first place. She longed for the simplicity of installing door gods. Her desire for a challenge had been answered tenfold.

“Thank you,” she said finally.

“Speak up, I can’t hear you.”

“Thank you!” she repeated, ignoring the gloating noises Jingling made. Then, because she couldn’t help herself, she added, “I didn’t know you were able to channel qi to heal.”

“I don’t like fighting, but it doesn’t mean I have no skills whatsoever. I still learnt how to access my qi. I have more than you think.”

She suspected Jingling had shared qi with her before, whether or not either of them had properly realised it. She was glad her sister could not see her face. “You might even have more than me.”

The flow of qi faltered. Jingling recovered quickly. “You don’t have to make things up.”

Kiamling broke the contact, turning herself back around to face her sister. Jingling’s face was proud, but her bottom lip quivered. “I mean it. You can control lui gwei, that’s a skill beyond me.”

Jingling looked flustered, pushing her hair out of her face before retaking a meditative pose. She pressed both palms down in parallel to the ground, concentrating the qi along meridian lines within her own body. Then she held them against each other before offering them to Kiamling. Kiamling pressed her palms to her sister’s. The flow of restorative energy was stronger, almost too strong. Pushing against her as if for dominance.

“Hold back a bit, or you’ll burn yourself out.”

Sweat beaded down Jingling’s forehead and neck. She frowned as Kiamling guided her, teaching her how to narrow the stream, until she was certain Jingling could do it by herself. Kiamling watched as the frown smoothed out, the delight on her younger sister’s face.

That was all she’d wanted. In her own way, Jingling was not that different to Kiamling. She just needed to prove she could walk her own path.

“I’m sorry for yelling at you. For getting you fired from the hotel job. I should have listened when you kept telling me this wasn’t what you wanted.” Relief suffused Kiamling as the words rushed out.

“I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have hidden it from you and Por Por. The pressure of being the focus of all your hopes. You gave up so much to protect me, for this life you wanted me to have… How could I possibly tell you I didn’t want it?”

“Is that what you think?” Kiamling asked, genuinely surprised. Complaining about her duties as the elder sibling had become a habit. A reflex. She did it to let off steam, never considering the sister who might cling to her every word. Por Por hardly listened to anything she said; she was surprised anyone else did.

“Beggar So would’ve made you his successor,” said Jingling, “Back in Canton, before our parents died. Before you were set on this path.”

“Head of the Beggar Clan? I am flattered, but yiugwai hunting is in my blood. Chung Kwai knows I moan about it enough, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want it. I just want to do it differently.”

Kiamling’s words were meant to reassure, but her sister dabbed at tears that poured from the corners of her eyes. “Now I feel even more of a failure. Yiugwai hunting is in your blood? Then what’s wrong with mine!”

“You’re not a failure.”

“I know, I know. I have other things going for me…”

“Yes, other things. But you also have a connection to yiugwai. You are a spirit medium.”

“What?” Jingling’s head snapped up, the rag she had been using to blow her nose all but forgotten.

“The lui gwei. It was not just your charming personality that made them do your bidding. You’ve learnt to talk to ghosts. Control them. You are powerful.”

Madam Yau’s ability to converse with lui gwei was not unexpected given that she was a wulei jing; but Jingling’s affinity with them went further. Working in the brothel must have built up her skills, even if she was unaware of it. Her qi was powerful, Kiamling had not lied about that. Strong enough to talk to spirits roaming this world, and potentially even those who had passed into the next.

“I… am?” Jingling’s firm palm force melted as she pondered.

Kiamling clasped her sister’s hands in her own and squeezed them in what she hoped was a comforting gesture. Being sympathetic and talking about feelings was still rather new to her. “You are.”

The silence was awkward, neither of them knowing what to do with this level of heartfelt sincerity. This was probably the point where they should embrace each other and compose poetry about familial bonds. That might have happened in the legends about demon hunters. It was all too weighty, too sombre for Kiamling. Instead she broke the solemnity by twisting her sister’s fingers like they were kids again. Jingling yelled, foolishly pulling her arms up and giving Kiamling the perfect opportunity to attack her armpits, making her roll about the floor, crying with laughter and yelling for a truce. As soon as Kiamling stopped, Jingling retaliated, jumping up and slapping a handful of soot from the fireplace across her older sister’s cheeks. They wrestled and laughed, threatening to push each other’s paralysis points, finally collapsing on the floor side by side. A warmth had spread through Kiamling’s belly that had nothing to do with the qi her sister had given her.

“I… I need to tell you something,” she said before she could stop herself. The words tripped over each other in their desperation to finally be let out. “The night of the fires, I lied when I said I lost Por Por’s trail. The rift was still open when I found it. I was just too scared to go through.” She could not stop her eyes from watering. “And if I’m being honest, an awful, shameful part of me was glad she’d been taken. Wanted her to disappear…”

A sickening horror curdled within her stomach that their relationship, only tentatively mended, would be irreparably damaged by this admission. But she owed her sister this much. It had been eating her from within for months. For all her self-assured confidence, she was the biggest fraud of all.

“You think I didn’t know you were lying?” Jingling said.

Kiamling sat up. Her eyes swam and she could not see her sister clearly through the bubbling. “I’m a two-faced snake.”

“No. You are a stubborn bull, an iron-beaked chicken, a ghost-stirrer, but not a two-faced snake. You think I’ve never thought a bad word about you and Por Por before? Wanted to villain-hit the pair of you? We all have those feelings. We’re only human.” Jingling wrapped her arms around Kiamling’s neck, and the dam that had been only leaking broke completely. Kiamling sobbed on her sister’s shoulder, the relief at unburdening the load she had carried for months crashing like waves.

“Eugh,” she said finally, pulling away. She was not one for big emotional outbursts. “Well, that was embarrassing.”

Jingling pinched the shoulder of her dress away from her skin. It was wet through with Kiamling’s tears and snot. Her eyes glittered as she proclaimed, “You owe me a new outfit.”

“As many as you desire,” Kiamling said with a mock bow. She wiped her face with the back of her sleeve. A sad smile played on her lips. “I don’t know if Por Por is still alive. Barrister Ng Choy aged years, and he was only trapped in the other realm for a few weeks. Every time one of those rifts opens, I feel something. Maybe it’s her, but there’s never time to find out. I keep having to slam the door shut.”

“Por Por is strong. The strongest person we know. She’s still alive, I know it,” Jingling declared.

If they said it enough, it would be true. With the lie finally washed away, Kiamling’s head felt lighter. A breeze swept through the corners of her mind, bringing fresh ideas like seeds. “There is one way to find out.”

“How?”

“We ask her ourselves.” Jingling’s eyes widened in understanding and more than a little alarm, but Kiamling pushed on. “You are a spirit medium. If she’s dead, she’ll answer.”

She paused, letting the weight of it settle over them. It had been months since Por Por had been pulled across the rift. Kiamling had to believe her grandmother was stronger than Barrister Ng, as stubborn as she and Jingling had proved to be. But she also knew there was a possibility it was too late. Por Por might already be gone, before she ever had a chance to make amends. Before…

Her little sister cupped her hands around Kiamling’s. She had not even realised she had been shaking until Jingling’s touch brought her back up for air. “And if she doesn’t answer?” Jingling said.

“If she doesn’t answer, we make a new plan.” Kiamling vowed. She was no longer as brash about the answer as she would have been months before. They both knew her confidence was a lie, but in that moment it was what they needed.

“Hou la,” Jingling said finally. “Let’s summon a ghost.”







Chapter Thirty-Seven
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“Just admit it, you have no idea what you’re doing,” Jingling said.

“I take offence at that… but you are entirely correct.” Kiamling was pleased with herself nonetheless. The table looked very authentic, between the incense burner, the fresh bowl of fruit and the basket of hell notes and folded paper ingots. Into their best serving bowl she had poured a precious a cup of uncooked rice, an egg from one of the hens in the yard and, for good measure, a pomelo leaf.

Jingling had watched her, first with bemusement and then with growing anxiety, picking at the split hairs in her long braids. “I just don’t think it’s going to work,” she repeated for the third time.

“Not with that attitude.”

“Ah Kiam, we can’t all just go rushing into things like you do. Some of us don’t work like that.”

“Oh,” Kiamling said innocently as she lit three joss sticks. “That’s not what Keilin says.” She would have paid good money for someone to paint the picture of her sister’s face at that moment.

“That is entirely different! I don’t want something long-term, I have my singing career to think of.” Jingling tossed folded paper ingots into the brazier. The flames made her face look uncomfortably red.

Kiamling said nothing, a wicked grin spreading across her features despite her best attempts to keep it in.

“Stop judging me! We can’t all have your poor taste in men.”

“I don’t have poor taste in… Hold on, men? Plural?” Kiamling had been rolling the egg in the rice, finding the cool grain pleasant. She resisted the urge to crush the shell in her fist.

“Yes, men. As if you haven’t noticed them both hanging off you like street dogs. Honestly,” Jingling said tartly. She was clearly pleased with herself that the heat had been redirected. “Anyway, are we getting on with it or what?”

Kiamling gestured as if to say by all means. Jingling huffed a little, but her features soon smoothed over. She was not one to hold a grudge, unlike her older sister. The good-natured teasing had worked to take the worry off her mind. She pushed her fingers into the bowl of rice, swirling the grains around with a raking motion, humming to herself as she did so, keeping the egg and the leaf in the centre of the bowl, at the eye of the storm. Her qi moved with her, concentrating towards a focal point.

Spirit mediums each had their own unique way of calling out to ghosts. In Canton, Kiamling had seen mediums use a variety of tactics to fall into the meditative state needed to call across the barrier: cutting themselves, doing breathing exercises, making themselves vomit, or taking mushrooms that gave them visions. She’d known before her sister started that for Jingling it would be song.

Jingling’s voice was crisp and clear. Her eyelids flickered closed as she tilted her head back, hand still swirling in the rice grains. She started with simple songs. The rhyme Por Por would sing to them before bed, sliding off key and creaking but familiar all the same. The song the neighbourhood kids would yell in their shared yard, Hoi gor loudest of all, as they played games of tag that were more tooth and nail than they really ought to be. Songs Kiamling had forgotten, that their mother would hum when she was cleaning equipment on the rare occasions she was home.

Por Por, if you are there, come to us.

Jingling’s song morphed. Some of the words were recognisable, but most were simply sound, a dawn chorus that could not be picked apart. It was joy. Incandescent. And she was brilliant at it. It was easy to imagine her holding her own on a stage, hundreds of eyes on her, ears filled with the honey of her tones. She had grown up without Kiamling noticing. All of a sudden someone whose voice could bring the world to its knees.

The white lines of smoke rising from the three joss sticks gravitated towards each other, twisting into a braid. The braid bulged irregularly, growing to fill the shape of a person. A ghost. It had worked.

Which meant Por Por was dead.

“Why in Chung Kwai’s name are the two of you stirring up ghosts?” The voice was familiar, but it was not Por Por’s. It was their mother. The disapproval was clear, even if the ghost kept flickering in and out of focus.

Their mother.

Shit.

Kiamling’s palms were sweaty suddenly, and she felt like a girl again, tugging at the hem of Ah Ma’s tunic. Her mother looked different to her recollection. Like she had misremembered her entirely. More of Por Por in her eyes, and her nose wider than she recalled. Faced with a mother who had loved her job more than her children, whose death had upended their entire lives, Kiamling felt a turmoil of emotions, few of them good. Her stomach tossed as if she might bring up her last meal.

“Ah Ma, we were looking for Por Por.” A tear rolled down Jingling’s face, then another and another. She brushed them away with her free hand, looking surprised to see the moisture there. It was not the reunion either of the sisters had prepared for, and it was unclear if her tears were of relief or sadness.

“Aiyah, did no one tell you the person has to be dead first? A spirit medium can’t summon the living; you’ll need to rethink that one.”

“She’s alive?” The weight on Kiamling’s chest lifted as Jingling squeezed her hand. Her memory flashed to those faceless statues she had seen when she stepped through the rift. Por Por was in there, she was certain now. That was why she kept seeing them every time a rift opened. Her grandmother was calling for help.

“Most definitely. The first thing that woman would do in the afterlife is seek me out to tell me everything I did wrong.” Ah Ma shuddered. She glided over to the offerings and shoved the hell notes into her sleeves, then grabbed the topmost pear and bit into it. Satisfaction shone in her face as she munched, the actual pear still where the sisters had left it in the bowl. Ghosts consumed the essence alone.

“Should we send her back?” Jingling whispered. “We know Por Por is alive now.”

“I can hear you, you know. There’s no point in whispering. I don’t actually use ears. Purely decorative. Next time get me lychee? I’ve been craving those.”

“Next time?” Kiamling knew she should respect her elders and all that, but her mother had not exactly been a model parent in life. She was too tired to show face to a dead woman. So much of her childhood wasted trying to impress someone who did not care. At least Por Por had bothered to scold and critique her. Their parents had acted as if she and Jing-Jing were not there. Part of the furniture that had confused them by changing position, shape and size since their last visit. The long-buried memories resurfaced, opening wounds afresh. She crossed her arms, furious. “How about this time, you explain what you and Ah Ba were doing with the Taiping rebels? And why Por Por took out a back-breaking loan for those displaced in Nanjing?”

“She did?” Ah Ma said, shock clear despite her transparent body.

“She did?” Jingling echoed.

“Yes, that’s why we’ve been eating sweet potatoes every day for years.” When Jingling did not demonstrate a similar level of sweet potato-based disgust at the injustice, Kiamling continued. “And why Por Por has been working herself to the bone to pay off the debt collectors!”

Finally Jingling looked appropriately aghast.

Ah Ma glanced between the two of them, as if trying to decide who would be more sympathetic. Astutely, her eyes focused on Jingling. “Many years ago, before anyone had even heard of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, your father and I met a scholar with visions of a land for all, doing away with opium and slavery, prostitution and even feet-binding.”

The man she described was familiar to Kiamling. She had heard stories of Hong Xiuquan; they all had. The self-proclaimed Heavenly King of Taiping who believed he had a mandate from the Christian God to overthrow the Qing dynasty. It made sense now. The churning within her settled, as if a ferocious waterfall had been frozen into a calcified lump.

“We had to leave Canton to escape the Taiping rebels.” Her voice was low, as if in warning. Jingling noticed immediately, knowing that coiled rage lurked behind the calm facade. “That was because of you. You and Ah Ba getting involved with the rebellion.”

“We made a mistake,” her mother’s ghost said. “Believed in the lies of a charismatic man. People will say anything to get you on side. Convince even themselves that their motives are good. But only actions show someone’s true character, to see if they are playing the pig to eat the tiger.”

The saying kept coming back, like a fly in the house that would not leave. It buzzed at Kiamling’s attention. “So the story Por Por told about your deaths – that ghosts killed you – it was a lie also? The rebels did it?”

“Not quite.” Ah Ma was subdued. She looked… afraid. Jingling lit another trio of joss sticks for her. The smoke helped solidify the flickering outline of the ghost’s incorporeal form. “We trusted him, more than we should have. Realised too late that they were set on all-out war. Even then we thought it would be fine; our martial skills were better than those of most of his followers. But he was smart. He captured your father, tortured him, knowing what I would do to save him.”

“What did you do?” In her heart, Kiamling already knew. Still, she needed to hear it said out loud.

“He wanted an army. Soldiers who would not tire or desert him. So I gave him one. I opened a rift between this world and the next, calling through yiugwai and geongsi in numbers I could not count. I did it even knowing the consequences, because he had your father and I would do anything for him.”

So their mother did care about someone… just not them. The acknowledgement stung, sharp as a blade in her side.

“But it didn’t work. Neither of you came back.” Jingling’s voice cracked. She had seemed indifferent when their parents had died. Still singing her tunes and sweeping the house, no matter that for months afterwards it was a different house every few weeks, another lot of suspicious neighbours who didn’t like the misfortune that yiugwai hunters brought with them. Despair had never seemed to affect Jingling. Kiamling had been envious, seeing it as naïvety, both loathing and envying her little sister’s positive attitude. It had never occurred to her that it was all a mask.

She linked her arm through her sister’s. Jingling rested her head on her shoulder in acknowledgement. The rice grains in the bowl had started to discolour around her hand, the contact taking its toll on her.

“Your father refused to leave with me. He tried to control the monsters, turn them on the rebels before they attacked innocents. It worked. For one glorious day, from sunrise to sunset, he commanded the yiugwai and they were forced to listen, yield to his authority. But it did not last. No one is strong enough to hold them for ever. I broke every oath trying to save him, but he died saving people he did not even know.”

“That’s when the other yiugwai hunters in Canton finally joined forces,” Kiamling said.

Ah Ma nodded. “It was too late for your father, but the rest of us pushed the yiugwai back. I closed the rift with my final breath. I hoped it would be enough for him to forgive me. But even now he will not face me in the underworld – nor, I suspect, in the next life. So to answer your question: was it ghosts, or people, or monsters that killed us? I do not know the difference any more.”

Kiamling was numb. She had always had respect for her parents, their hard work and sacrifice. But her mother had thought she was strong enough to use forbidden power. To bend the rules to save one man. As a tragic love story, it was something poets adored; but to Kiamling it was a waste. Love had made her irresponsible. Stupid. All Por Por’s lectures and demands that Kiamling stick to known methods made sense now. As did her grandmother taking on the debt for those displaced by war.

“Ah Kiam, Jing-Jing, I’m sorry that I was never there for you. That in the end I chose unwisely. I hope you are smarter than that.” Their mother reached out, as if they would embrace and forgive her; but she was leaching qi from Jingling. Like a needle-mouthed hungry ghost that would never be satisfied, despite the offerings left out for her. Kiamling could not decide if she preferred the straightforward lie her por por had told. At least then the narrative was clear. Learning about the Taiping rebels, forbidden magic and crippling debt, she did not know what to think.

“We are smarter. Go back,” she said, her words a hard line in the sand. She spoke to herself more than her mother, a truth that she had always known. “We were fine without you before, and we will be fine without you now. Go back. It’s Por Por we want. It’s Por Por who looked after us.”

The ghost did not dispute it. She nodded, staring until the joss sticks burnt out and she faded from the room. Kiamling yanked Jingling’s hand from the bowl of rice, holding it between her own to warm it.







Chapter Thirty-Eight
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The sisters spent the next day catching up. They had only been apart for a few weeks, but to Kiamling it felt much longer. Jingling’s presence, that elbow in her side when she tried to sleep, was something she had taken for granted, much like Por Por’s constant criticism. Lean into or rally against them, her family were part of what made her the person she was.

“I’m still not convinced.” Jingling flapped behind her as she donned the disguise, fretting the whole time.

“Look, the debt collectors are coming in a few days. We don’t have that sort of money. The British do.”

Kiamling looked at herself in the polished metal that acted as a mirror. They had found some serviceable clothes and taken them in to fit her proportions. Her sister had brushed her unruly hair into a long braid styled like a man’s queue, and in dim candlelight the silk cap would hopefully hide the fact that her head was not shaved at the front.

Jingling squinted at the mirror. “You’re too pretty to be a man.”

“Words that have never been uttered about me.” Kiamling laughed defensively. “Too rough to be a woman, too pretty to be a man.”

“More like a goshawk.”

“I’m not sure how to take that.” Kiamling mussed her sister’s hair and tried for a manly swagger towards the door.

“Ah Kiam,” Jingling said, making her turn. “It was a compliment.” Their relationship was still fragile, but they were trying something new: being honest with each other. And the first task was keeping the debt collectors off their backs.

It was straightforward enough to find money in Hong Kong. Just head for the European quarter and the smell of pomade and perfume that wafted from the Hong Kong Club. The Club was on Queen’s Road Central, facing the post office. The place of choice for British civil servants and merchants less interested in knocking elbows with the locals. It had a reputation for being almost an exact replica of a London gentlemen’s club. They imported all the furniture, the cigars, the port and sherry, even the playing cards and billiard balls. The kind of place where someone with quick hands could easily swindle a wealthy drunkard out of a fortune. Besides, Kiamling told herself to alleviate the guilt, better it was in her pocket than thrown down in a card game. She was a much more needy cause.

Jingling had gone out earlier in the day and wrung her hands while pleading with one of the senior waiters to secure work for her cousin from Canton, such a nice boy, such a hard worker. “Let me come with you as far as Queen’s Road Central,” she said now. “I should probably smooth things over with Keilin anyway.”

Kiamling was proud of herself for not cracking a filthy joke. See, she had matured.

“Just promise me you’ll be careful,” Jingling continued. “Who knows what goes on in a gentlemen’s club.”

Kiamling had not been able to conceal her coin sword on her person, but she had pouches of glutinous rice and fu tucked into her waistband. She had even tied a batgua mirror around her neck to hang beneath her loose robes. She brandished it triumphantly to put her sister’s mind at ease.

Jingling patted her, this time the younger sister become the elder. “I’m not talking about monsters. I’m talking about men.”

“I see no difference.”

At the trade entrance to the Club, the senior waiter greeted Jingling with great enthusiasm and charm, promising to look after her cousin. As he pushed the door shut, he could not help but polish the brass plate with his handkerchief. Kiamling had met men like him before, who valued a good work ethic above all else. He would be easy to get on side. She felt a twinge of guilt that she was not even planning to work a whole shift, just pick a pocket or two and get out of there as fast as she could.

In the parlour, a couple of men were playing billiards while complaining about their mistresses. The senior waiter showed her the ropes, then rushed off to deal with some impending catastrophe or other in another part of the building. Kiamling refilled the lamps with peanut oil as the evening drew in, trying not to let the boredom show on her face. As long as she acted busy, the other servers presumed someone else was supervising her, an illusion she was happy to maintain. It was not until after the dinner service that the room started filling up. The noise level increased significantly and the four tables for playing cards were soon filled.

She scanned the room. One man at the card table she recognised as a British merchant. She had seen him at Lin Heung teahouse a few times, talking about the many opium clippers he owned and reminiscing about the halcyon early days of the East India Company. She would have no qualms parting him from his coin.

She walked boldly forward, topping up his glass of sherry. Her light fingers palmed his coin purse on the first attempt, and she needed all her willpower to not let the smug satisfaction appear across her face. As she turned to make a quick exit, she jostled into someone.

“I beg your pardon,” a familiar voice said, just as she muttered, “My apologies.”

The stolen purse dropped to the floor between them. She might as well have drawn a circle around it with arrows. The lawyer crouched to pick it up, his brown eyes contemplative.

Shit, shit, shit.

What was the punishment these days – having a hand chopped off?

Ng Choy tapped the inebriated merchant’s shoulder. “Excuse me, I believe you dropped this.”

“Oh.” the man patted his pockets and then guffawed. “So I did. Can’t get far without that. My thanks.”

Kiamling shuffled backwards, but the room was so busy she could not flee without creating a scene. Barrister Ng’s hand snapped onto her elbow and he steered her towards the bar. He stroked his moustache thoughtfully as he spoke in low Cantonese. “I have been working late hours and can only assume my eyes are playing tricks on me. There is no other explanation for the matter, is there?”

“None at all, ah seh,” she reassured him.

He studied her face as if it were a law book, searching it for some sort of answer. He looked tempted to ask more. Kiamling almost willed it. A man who had lived in London and understood the British ways more intimately, he would be able to shed light on the situation. Finally he shook his head. “I cannot be here.”

As he exited, Kiamling let out a long sigh. He would not give her away, but then again he still refused to help any further. She was grateful at least that it was he who had caught her red-handed; anyone else would have been a lot less generous.

She turned towards the bar to gather her thoughts. The bartender looked up at her brightly. “Marvellous timing. I need a smoke, cover me.”

“Wait, I don’t know how to make…” He had gone long before she could finish. How hard could it be?

“A gin sling, please, my good man,” someone ordered as she stepped behind the counter.

Kiamling peered at the various bottles lining the bar, buying time as she tried to make out the faded labels in ornate writing. She snatched at a squat green bottle of gin, pouring a generous slug into a glass. Now what else was in a gin sling? She turned, forcing her perplexity beneath a genial expression as she prepared to ask the man, only to be faced with none other than Archie Redferne. She had been far too distracted to even recognise his voice when he had ordered the drink.

“Kia—Miss Kim? What are you doing here?” the Englishman hissed. They stared at each other for a long moment, uncertain which way it would go. His attire was different to what he usually wore during their lessons. A fine formal jacket with a contrasting vest in light blue silk. The cravat around his neck was wine red. All of it looked pristine and new, tailor-made in Canton, she suspected. Dressed to impress, trying to fit in, when the other men in the club simply belonged. In Cantonese, he added, “Another job?”

He had given her a perfect opening. Kiamling nodded frantically, reaching for the nearest bottle. Brandy. She poured a good slosh into the gin. Her hands shook a little as she put the bottle down, but her words were nonchalant. “The bills don’t pay themselves.”

“Things are so bad you have to dress as a man?” Archie’s eyes were not quite disapproving, but they certainly roved as they took in her outfit. The next bottle was rum. She gave it a sniff. The fumes hit the back of her throat and she coughed. She added some of that too. Squeezed in some lemon juice because she had seen the bartender do something similar. Spooned in sugar, because it was expensive, and who didn’t like expensive. It was definitely not a gin sling, but it was something, and from the outside at least she maintained the pretence of being a bartender.

“There’s a lot going on right now,” she said vaguely. She tasted her concoction. Oh no. That was not pleasant. She rummaged on the shelves under the bar, pushing bottles aside, not sure what she was looking for.

When she popped her head back up, Archie had already drained the glass.

“That was awful. Another please, good barkeep.”

Kiamling stuck her tongue out. At least it looked like he was avoiding talking about awkward topics: Secretary Peake fused into a tree, for example. She tried to replicate the cocktail, but she had misplaced the brandy bottle. Any of these strong-smelling liquids ought to suffice. She merrily picked one with a fancy floral label, and another with a rather alarming octopus on it, and liberally poured them into the glass. It looked rather dark.

“What is this?” she said aloud, peering down the bottle neck at the brown liquid within.

“Bitters. You only want a dash. Life is already bitter enough.”

Barely had she put down the stirrer when Archie once more gulped the whole thing down like a man parched.

“Archie, slow down.” Kiamling said it quietly, not expecting him to hear. She busied herself wiping away the ring marks on the countertop. For some it was too late, the ghosts of drinks past soaked into the grain.

“Me, slow down?” He grinned, his pupils dilated, and tapped her hand with his fingers, stilling her movements. “What about you? You live like you’re running out of time. Two jobs, three. Not caring what anyone thinks. Never bowing to societal pressures. Not afraid to be yourself. How does it feel to be that free?”

“It helps when you’re already an outcast. Then you don’t worry about being accepted.” She could not meet his eye. She had told herself this so many times she almost believed it. Almost. But it still hurt when others crossed the street to avoid her. Her name and profession synonymous with misfortune.

Archie had been unbothered by all of that. He saw past the disguise and the bravado to the most vulnerable centre of her. She blinked, remembering that they had nearly kissed. He too had pulled away from her.

“You’ve bewitched me.” He ran his fingers up her hand and rubbed her wrist with light circles. A touch so delicate it tingled. For a moment Kiamling forgot they were in a busy room. The noise from the others simply that – noise. “That’s what me ma would’ve said. She’d’ve liked you.”

In his tipsy state, the accent of his northern childhood returned. Kiamling’s heart raced, thudding like there were geongsi at her back. The desire to jump into danger just as strong as on any moonlit night on the hunt. The idea that Archie himself was dangerous was laughable, but the stray thoughts in her head were. Ones that contemplated how he would smell if she put her nose against his neck. How it would feel to run her hands through his hair. Her inability to pull her gaze away from his mouth, as much as she tried.

She quashed down her feelings, as if sealing them away with a fu. She had a job to do. “Do you play cards?”

“Only if I’m drunk,” he said.

Kiamling refilled his empty glass. “Drunk it is.”

“I’m not drinking by myself.”

“I’m afraid, sir, we are not permitted to drink while working.”

He slid an empty glass towards her, raising his eyebrows pointedly. He had this boyish charm about him that she had never noticed before. The dimple on his left cheek like the dot at the end of a sentence. She splashed a dribble of alcohol into the glass. He shook his head, gesturing for more. She doubled it.

“To us,” he said, raising his glass to her. Kiamling responded in kind, their drinks not quite meeting but their eyes locked together across the bar.

Shit.

She downed the drink.

“So why are you eyeing these gentlemen like they’re Christmas turkeys?”

Kiamling’s eyes flared. She could deny it; he hadn’t seen the incident with Barrister Ng earlier.

“What makes you think I’m doing that?” she said, pleased she had kept her voice level.

“I can smell the desperation from you. You don’t think I’ve been there before myself?” There was no judgement in his words, only curiosity.

Kiamling considered all the lies she might spin. A novel idea struck her. Why not the truth? “My family are in debt. I didn’t realise until my grandmother’s disappearance. The debt collectors are coming tomorrow. I need money. Fast.”

The Englishman looked for something in her face, his jaw tensing as he did so, as if this was a test she had not known she was sitting. “All right then.”

“All right?”

“For what it’s worth, you’d make a terrible mollisher, but I’m game.”

Kiamling wondered if she was the one who had had too much to drink. He was hardly making any sense.

“Come,” Archie said, without further explanation.

He found a seat at a game of cards with the wealthy British merchant from before. Kiamling had returned to her waiting duties, scanning the table each time she passed with a tray of drinks. The stakes were low at first, a few coins each. Archie had become another person. He leant back in his chair, smoking a cigarette and laughing jovially with the man on his right. His accent had snapped right back to the tones Kiamling was more accustomed to – those of a London gentleman.

The Club was not quite as corrupt as Jingling had feared. But it was still a place of privilege. Friendships were struck and agreements made over a glass of port and a game of cards. Here was where the real power resided; no matter how they talked of the Legislative Council, the deals were often already done.

Archie was trying to swim in this world. Head just above the water as he copied their mannerisms and confidence. He upped the stakes now, offering his whole purse to the table. The wealthy merchant laughed and was all-in also. The other two shook their heads.

He was trying to impress her, Kiamling realised. Bravado mixed with liquid courage. All at once the heat of the room suffocated her. The truth of the matter like an arrow to her thick skull, making it pulse with ragged edges. Archie was not one of these men. He did not have a country house and rich parents to bail him out. Had he not told her – many times – how he sent money home for his brother and sisters? What was he doing? What was she letting him do on her behalf?

She moved forward quickly, before she could stop herself. “Forgive the interruption, Mr Redferne, the uh… governor has left word that he wants to speak with you.”

“Is that so? Allow me to finish this game.” Archie was unperturbed, hand resting flat on his cards.

“It’s a matter of urgency!” Kiamling almost shouted.

“Gentlemen, please forgive me. Duty calls.” He stood up, taking his purse back from the centre of the table, and they walked side by side out of the parlour. Only once they were away from the encroaching noise did the ringing in Kiamling’s ears fade away.

“What’s wrong?” Archie asked, not unkindly.

“I can’t let you do it.”

“Why, you’ve suddenly gained a guilty conscience,” he teased.

“He wouldn’t have missed the money. You would. I can’t ask you to do this for me. You have your own family to think of.”

Archie gave a half-smile. “You are a woman of surprising depths. But…”

Steps echoed down the corridor, moving towards them. Archie pulled her into the nearby library. At this time of night, there was no one about. Still, he kept hold of her hand, taking her between the rows of bookcases, between history and fiction. Kiamling’s head was spinning, and she leant against the shelves to stop it. They held her upright, the books reassuringly solid.

Archie reached behind her ear to tuck a few strands of her hair back. This close, she could smell him, could see his eyelashes fluttering against his cheeks. She closed her eyes instinctively. Her skin tingled where he had touched it, all around her ear lobe and down her neck. Her lips parted with an unexpected exhale.

When she opened her eyes, Archie was staring at her mouth. He held a black ace of spades between his finger and thumb. “I was never in danger of losing.”

“You cheat at cards?” It was the last thing she expected of him.

“Not much… any more. I knew you would be a terrible mollisher.” His voice was husky, low. He had not moved away from her either, his knee brushing against her thigh. Kiamling gulped, trying and failing to stop the spread of heat between her legs.

“I still don’t know what that means.” She switched into Cantonese.

“Makes a first, doesn’t it? I the teacher, you the student?” Archie slipped into Cantonese just as easily. She could not fault his tones.

“That makes you a terrible teacher. You haven’t told me the answer.” Kiamling did not even know what she was talking about any more. Only that it was essential that she keep the conversation going. Once she ran out of words for her mouth to be distracted by, she would not be able to stop herself.

“I prefer the… problem-solving approach.” Archie almost growled, and Kiamling gave an involuntary moan in response. His hands rose to cup her jaw and the side of her face. His head dipped down and—

The library door swung open with a creak and they sprang apart. Kiamling grabbed the first book she could reach and handed it to him. “I believe this is what you are looking for.”

Sybil, or The Two Nations, by Benjamin Disraeli.

“Yes, thank you.” Archie cleared his throat loudly. “I’ve been meaning to read this one.”

They retreated with haste from the library and Kiamling headed straight for the door, babbling an excuse without daring to look Archie in the eye.

“What of the debt?” he asked.

Kiamling had almost forgotten about the money. She could not ask for his help, not after what had just occurred. Nor could she face going back into the parlour to enact her original plan of picking pockets.

“It’s absolutely fine,” she said. “There’s always a backup plan.”







Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Jingling, the little snake, waited until Kiamling had recounted the whole sorry story, keeping back whatever the heck had happened in the library. Then, quite casually, she said, “Barrister Ng Choy paid them.”

“What do you mean, Ng Choy paid?”

“Exactly that. Hoi gor and I went to his house after visiting Keilin and—”

“Wait, back up… you and Hoi?”

“Yes, well, I bumped into him.”

“Were you by any chance knocking on his warehouse door at the time?”

Jingling wriggled on the ball of one foot, avoiding looking at Kiamling, as if that would somehow conceal the very obvious truth. She played with one of her plaits. “I don’t know why you’re so upset. Hoi gor was right, wasn’t he? Ng had the money, and he owed you after you rescued him from the other realm. Your plan didn’t work.”

“It did, only…” Kiamling gave up. She could not explain further without exposing what was happening between her and Archie, and she was damned if she was going to voluntarily give that information to her sister. Jingling had already surmised enough from the unusual friendship; her head would explode to imagine Kiamling and Archie pressed up against the bookshelves in the library. Unbidden, the fresh smell of soap on Archie’s collar rose in her mind. His dark pupils and the warmth of his thigh sliding against her leg. She shook her head, trying to dislodge the image from her memory. Jingling stared at her curiously.

Kiamling forced herself back into the current conversation. “Hou la, hou la. At least we have some breathing space now.”

“And you’re painting Hoi’s warehouse.”

“What?”

“That was his one condition. That you properly clean out and paint the place, seeing that it was your fault it got wrecked in the first place.”

“But he didn’t even pay, Barrister Ng did!”

Jingling held up her hands. “His words, not mine!”

Hoi gor still wanted payback for her humiliating him all those years ago. Well, she would show him she could be mature about that.
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“You missed a bit,” Hoi said for about the fiftieth time. Kiamling turned, brandishing her paintbrush as if it were a sword. Not quite touching him. Drips nonetheless splattered across the space, onto his face and silk robes. She grinned maliciously, even if she did have an equal amount of paint over herself too.

She would have to be dragged through the eighteen hells before she would admit it aloud, but she was glad of the excuse to talk to Hoi gor. Things had been awkward after the Canton rescue and then the weird show of bravado with Archie after she closed the fae ring at the opium den. She did not know when Hoi was next shipping out, and while he annoyed her, she did not exactly want another few years to pass before they could patch things up.

She slapped more paint on the wall, not bothering to daub the excess off, spreading it haphazardly in every direction. She had carried out all the broken crates, raked the straw and shells and scrubbed the floors with buckets of water. At least the pirated goods were not here.

“It’s like watching a drowned spider try to remake a web. Up-and-down motions, please. Or side-to-side, I don’t care which, just not this.”

“I agreed to paint, I did not agree to painting lessons while I did so.” Just to aggravate him further, she dipped the brush back into the bucket and splattered glorious arched streaks on the wall.

“I forgot that painting was not your area of expertise.”

“Nope. My skill set is mostly swearing, hitting things and being generally obnoxious.” Kiamling cheerily made the arch into some sort of three-eyed yiugwai, embellishing liberally. Hoi ruined her fun by grabbing another brush and turning the whole thing into a blank canvas.

“Failing at those too, I see.”

“Aw, you don’t find me obnoxious?” She batted her eyelids as if she was at Madam Yau’s. At that precise moment, paint dripped down from her hair and she yelped.

Hoi gor laughed. “Hold still.”

Kiamling waited, thinking he would wipe the paint from her face. Instead he flung a wet rag at her. It slapped her rudely across the cheek.

“I was talking about hitting things,” he continued before she could yell at him.

“Are you asking me to hit you, because I’m very happy to oblige.”

“You were not even able to exorcise a nest of vipers. If I asked you to hit me, you’d probably punch the governor by mistake.”

“Just say the word,” Kiamling said. If she’d had a throwing knife on her right now, she would have used it. Hoi gor knew exactly what to say to annoy her. She took a deep breath and stepped back. She was trying to be less impulsive these days. Not just blurt out the first thought that came to mind. Hoi looked disappointed as she returned to painting.

“What did happen to all the baby snakes?” The rasp of the paintbrush on the wall filled the silence between them.

“Made a pot of snake soup.” Hoi gor did not miss a beat.

“Even you aren’t stupid enough to eat snake spirits.”

“No, only one of us is stupid enough to mistake snake shells for rice bowls.”

Kiamling glared back at him, but Hoi had returned to his initial position, poring over some ledgers behind her.

“Wait, you can read?” She let her jaw go slack, as if she’d discovered a water buffalo reading Journey to the West.

Hoi gor looked up, exasperated. He had insisted on being here, ensuring she did not cut corners on the job, and yet he had barely managed to glance at a couple of pages without the two of them bickering. They fell into it like kids squabbling over candied lotus seeds.

“Yes. I learnt to read, to sail, to fight. I didn’t stop developing the minute I left your sight. I have my own life.”

He rubbed his forehead in distraction, frowning at the wet paint that had now smeared across his hands and ruined the embroidered silk of his wide sleeves. The movement revealed more of the tattoo on his upper arm. It looked like… octopus tentacles.

She wanted to ask about his tattoos, and the scar on his brow, but every time they started a conversation it turned into this. A cockfight, even though she hardly knew what they were fighting about any more.

“I… I’m happy for you.” She forced the words out, the hand of friendship extended.

Hoi shook his head. “Sugar-coated lies don’t suit you, Ah Kiam. I’ve heard too many of them in my travels.”

“Then what do you want from me?”

“Just this.”

“This? Where we’re practically biting each other’s heads off?”

“You always did excel at praying mantis style,” he said with the outline of a smile tugging at his lips.

The years were an insurmountable barrier between them. Sometimes being with him was like being with the parts of herself she was most ashamed of. The ugly, messy parts that she pretended did not exist. She looked down, could almost still see the red string staining his palms from the House of Harmonious Dreams.

“I would say drunken style for you, but you were rubbish at all of them,” she said.

Hoi gor laughed, not denying it. He had been the clown in class, hiding behind pillars and putting frogs in the sifu’s robes. He’d never failed to make her laugh, no matter how hard the lesson: telling jokes when she was made to stand for hours in the rain with heavy water buckets across her shoulders; singing stupid songs while she was doing a hundred chin-ups.

Just what he was doing now, she realised. Keeping her company. Helping her to focus by playing the fool. She had always credited her own stubbornness for getting her through the tough initial years of training. But come to think of it, Hoi gor and Jingling were always there.

He unfolded a piece of paper, a frown muddling his face.

“What’s wrong? Spent too much on silk underpants again?”

He looked up. “Will you help me read this?”

Kiamling refrained from gloating. Hoi gor had learnt numbers, but his written words were still shaky; that was nothing to be ashamed of.

The document he held out was written in curling English calligraphy. The ink had already faded in places, making it all the more difficult to read. Kiamling scanned the page, paint-stained fingers tracing each line. “‘The clipper known as The Arrow will be given into the care of Tsui Chihoi, to transport crates of opium to…’ Hoi gor, did you sign this?”

“Yes.”

“But you’ll be working for the British, shipping opium from India into China. You understand what this means?”

“It’s just a job. I needed the money.”

The feeling of nostalgia dissipated like morning fog. How foolish of her to yearn for the innocence they’d once had.

“What happened to the other goods?” The stolen ones, she thought but did not say aloud.

“Someone reported me.” Hoi gor frowned. He clearly had his own guesses as to who. “I would’ve been thrown in a cell if I had not agreed to this deal. It pays well, Ah Kiam. What would you have done in my place?”

Opium was everywhere. From the brothels to the dens, the fields to the grand pavilions. The British supplied it, but the Chinese only half-heartedly suppressed it. On the one hand officials declared it was corrupt, causing lethargy and a decay of the mind; while the other hand continued to smoke pipes at home, accepting bribes and confiscated goods. It was hard to disapprove of everyone: Mr Ma, Madam Yau, Por Por, Hoi gor even. They had all made a compromise somewhere.

The conflict must have shown on her face. Hoi gor tugged the incriminating piece of paper away from her, closing the ledger over it. “I make my own decisions. Not always good ones, I’ll admit, but I’ve been making bad decisions long before we were reunited, and I’m sure I’ll do so long after we are parted too.”

“You could not even read the contract,” she said. Distraught.

Hoi shrugged, and rolled up his sleeve so she could see more clearly. Raised impressions of long-healed burns marked his forearms. “What could it possibly say that I haven’t already guessed? Experienced? It won’t be the first time. Sometimes we have to do things that are distasteful in order to survive.”

Kiamling wrinkled her nose. “There are lines I would never cross.”

Hoi said nothing, but his expression gave it away.

“What? You think I’m lying?” She confronted him, paintbrush forgotten and puddling paint onto the floor.

“No, I think you haven’t had to make the hard choices yet.” His words were soft, almost tender. Kiamling hated how they made her feel like a fool.

“Oh, look at you, Tsui Chihoi, a man of the world! So shrewd, so wise.”

“You don’t get it. I envy you. I wish I could be so blissfully ignorant.” He looked down at the closed ledger, at his own callused hands as they closed into fists.

“What could you possibly have done, killed a man?” The comment, as most of Kiamling’s remarks tended to be, was flippant, but Hoi gor flinched like she had twisted a blade between his ribs. His response took all the words away. He… he can’t have? It had been easy to think they would just pick up where they had left off. But Hoi was right, there were things beyond her comprehension.

“Are you a pirate? A wanted criminal?”

“What exactly is the difference between a pirate and a merchant other than a piece of paper?” Everyone knew a fisherman or two who had turned to piracy. The southern provinces were impoverished, and the fat hulls of European ships were hard to resist. The stories grew from sightings of occasional pirate ships to fleets hiding in the hundred islands surrounding Canton and Hong Kong.

“There is a difference,” Kiamling argued stubbornly.

“When you find out what it is, let me know.”

“For one, there’s no god of piracy!” she said triumphantly.

“The god of wealth,” he countered.

“Pah, you can’t claim him; everyone worships the god of wealth. It’s not like a job notice at Man Mo temple – Pirate wanted…”

Kiamling’s rant trailed off as her brain caught up to her mouth. The temple. She had been trying to connect the dots, to understand what her grandmother had in common with Madam Yau and Barrister Ng. Hammering on every nail, trying to force joints together that simply would not match. Now suddenly it all slid smoothly into place. All she had needed was a day thinking about something else. Painting the warehouse had given her that.

“What is it?” Hoi asked.

“Man Mo temple. That’s where the answers are.”
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The next day, Kiamling made her offerings to the gods of literature and martial arts at Man Mo temple. Their shrines were side by side, Man Cheong holding his writing brush in his lap, Guan Yu the more foreboding polearm that bore his name. Por Por would always say that literature and martial skills were of equal import.

“People are staring,” Archie whispered by her side. He rubbed his neck uncomfortably. He was correct. It was rare to see a European here, unless it was in a large gaggle with sketchpads, pointing and craning their necks.

“Make an offering,” she suggested, handing him three joss sticks. An array of deities filled the double-rowed tables against the wall. A god for every need.

“I’m Anglican, this feels rather blasphemous.”

Kiamling simply raised an eyebrow and lit his joss sticks. Archie looked conflicted before he finally chose a deity at random.

“Good choice.”

“Why? What is he the god of?”

“Chung Kwai, god of demon hunting.” She kept the indirect-ancestor part to herself; it felt too much like bragging.

“When you left the message, I was rather worried. What are we—”

“A moment, we’re waiting for Jingling and Hoi.”

Archie obediently fell into silence. He was not one to push back when an authority figure told him how it was going to be. She, on the other hand, worked best when someone doubted her. Proving them wrong brought out something in her.

Jingling was at the front altar, consulting with a cloaked figure Kiamling recognised as Madam Yau. Her sister wore a vivid purple dress, like something from a watercolour painting. Jingling had emerged from a silk cocoon as a defiant butterfly, determined to shine. Madam Yau’s premises was still closed after the forest episode, but that did not stop business. She had organised a flurry of events over the upcoming Winter Solstice holiday, Jingling’s singing a popular opening act.

Kiamling found the red-tipped kau chim sticks near her hand. She dropped a coin into the offering box and shook the container. It had been a while since she’d had her fortune read, but with everything that had happened, she needed a bit of luck. The numbered sticks rattled within the bamboo container, the noise reassuringly familiar. One of them wriggled its way out. She gave one big shake and two sticks clattered to the ground, bisecting each other. That was irregular. She crouched to pick up the first one.

The lost find their way home. A most auspicious fortune.

She sighed in relief. Archie held out the other stick.

Do not mix that which nature kept separate. Misfortune likely.

Kiamling glared at it, resisting the urge to snap it in two. The paths in front of her branched into narrower and narrower tributaries.

“Something good?” Archie asked. He had not mastered written Chinese, especially not the cryptic messages on the fortune sticks.

“Something,” she said.

Finally Jingling bounded over. Jade and pearl beads jangled from her ears. She opened an iron fan with a flourish, nearly taking her own finger off. “Madam Yau has been giving me lessons!”

Kiamling snapped the fan closed with both hands. “Not in a temple.”

“Oh yeah,” said Jingling sheepishly.

“So,” Archie repeated patiently, “why exactly did you ask me to meet you in a temple and to bring my weapon?”

“Did you bring it?”

He patted a small but discernible lump under his left arm. A shoulder holster. “Please don’t tell me you wanted me to teach you and your sister to shoot.”

Kiamling wrinkled her nose. “Oh no, I don’t like gweilo weapons. Too slow by far. But in case we encounter any yiugwai, it’d be good for you to have something.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Hunting. We’re going yiugwai hunting.”

A worshipper shushed them loudly, but before Kiamling could yell about how important their discussion was, Jingling had pulled the two of them towards the unfinished hall at the end of the temple. This was where Kiamling had previously consulted the yiugwai scrolls to try and find information on the shadow beast. Timber and curved roof tiles were stacked in heaps around the floor. Hoi gor stood with one hand on a long guandou, his features scrunched up as if they were late.

“Really?” Kiamling eyed the stupidly large polearm. It was taller than Hoi, ending in a curved blade like a crescent moon. Its back edge was shaped like choppy waves, designed to snag an opponent’s weapon.

“You brought a gweilo. How useful is he?” Hoi retorted.

Kiamling had brought Archie because his information about British spirits and monsters had proved invaluable time and time again. But Hoi gor was not wrong; he was a bookish scholar more than a field-trained soldier.

“Now can you explain?” Archie asked again, this time in Cantonese.

Kiamling nodded, walking towards the door that connected the assembly hall to the main temple. “I’ve been trying to figure it out. It made sense to take Por Por out; she’s the strongest yiugwai hunter on the island. But why Barrister Ng? Why Madam Yau?”

“Wrong time and place?” Archie ventured.

“Barrister Ng is on the Legislative Council, he has a vote,” Jingling said.

“Yes, but only one, and he’s been finding it difficult to enact much change as it is,” Kiamling said.

“The Pavilion of Spring Buds is one of the larger brothels in Hong Kong,” Hoi tried.

“But not the largest. The flower boats probably have more customers. The European brothels earn more,” Kiamling pointed out.

“So are you going to tell us?” Archie said.

Kiamling pointed at the plaque she had seen previously. The one that she had not thought anything of until the pieces had come together in her head. Until Ah Ma’s ghost had given her the final clue she needed.

The community hall at Man Mo temple was commissioned through the generous donations of the Chinese community, in particular Ng Choy and Yau Yuhuan.

And beneath it:

To protect the people of Hong Kong.

“Madam Yau had a photo of the occasion,” Jingling added, thrusting out the black and white image. A visiting Buddhist monk stood front and centre, with Madam Yau and Barrister Ng to his left. On his right, Por Por next to a floral display and fruit basket that marked the celebratory occasion. Behind them, in another row, stood a bevy of familiar faces, including Butcher Fung, Foreman Leung and his wife, and Mrs Tang, who owned the ceremonial-goods shop.

“I don’t understand,” Archie said. “So they were all here – what does that indicate?”

“Barrister Ng and Madam Yau paid for the hall; they would’ve had the honour of placing the first stones. Por Por would have been part of the ceremony to bless the building. After what happened with the Taiping rebels in Canton she wouldn’t have wanted to take any chances. The temple is a massive protective talisman for all of Hong Kong. I’ve always known this. But I thought it was to provide fair winds and good trade.”

“It isn’t?” Jingling asked.

Kiamling shook her head. “It’s to prevent gateways from opening. A talisman that started failing the night Por Por was abducted. They don’t need to destroy the temple, that would be too obvious. They just need to pull the foundation stones out, one by one. Por Por, Barrister Ng, Madam Yau…”

They had managed to get Barrister Ng and Madam Yau back, but the wards on the island had been deteriorating since the Ghost Festival.

Hoi grabbed the photo from Jingling’s hands. “Then who is next? There are so many people in this photo. How will we know?”

“We don’t. Which is why I’m tired of waiting. We take the fight to them.”

“But hold on, it was an accident, right? The ghost chairs, the misplacement of the stone lions… You said it yourself, a terrible cultural misunderstanding,” Archie stammered, finally catching up with where the argument was going.

“It’s too much of a coincidence.”

“They can’t…” He laughed in disbelief, voice quiet and nervous. “I would be laughed out of Government House for even mentioning ghosts and monsters! Now you’re telling me someone is harnessing them to abduct people? To destabilise the island? It’s absurd.”

“It’s the only explanation. Archie, you’re the one Englishman I trust. Help us. We need to take down the shadow beast. It’s hiding in Victoria Peak, I’m sure of it. It’s the key to the doorways. Opening and closing them. Which means we have a chance to rescue Por Por. To end this.”

“You know how to kill it?” said Hoi, raising an eyebrow.

“No, but Archie does.” Kiamling elbowed Archie forward.

“I do?” Archie said, almost spitting with the force of his incredulity. He was stiff, more so than usual. In shock with all she had thrust upon him. She wanted to give him more time, but she knew that was precisely when he clammed up. When he thought too long and hard about something, he went to a place she could not reach. Here, away from the influence of British interests, he was more likely to give them the answers they needed.

“Yes, you do. Everything your mother taught you is real. Useful. I could not have rescued Barrister Ng without you.” He softened under her words, just a smidgen.

Hoi gor could not stand still. “Salt and silver, right?”

“That’s for fae.” Archie shook his head, eyes still fixed on Kiamling’s.

“What about the tales your mother told you?” she said.

“Children’s stories, to scare them to bed.”

“Seems rather stupid to scare children before bed,” Hoi gor shot back. Incredibly helpful comment. Kiamling glared at him, but he ignored the eyes boring into his back.

“It’s a shadow beast. Surely there’s a story from home that matches?” she tried again.

“There are tales of black dogs up and down the country. Black Shuck, gytrash, barghest. Hell hounds and harbingers of doom. How would I know which one it is?”

“Like the nin sau monster who hungers for human flesh at New Year,” Jingling said helpfully.

Archie’s voice exploded defensively, hands raking through his hair. “No one in Westminster, in Government House would harm people like this! You’ve made a mistake!”

“Look, we need you,” Kiamling said in a low voice. She tugged on his sleeve, and for a moment she dropped her armour entirely. Let him see all of her. “I know how confusing this must be. But we all agree that the yiugwai, the abductions, the rifts are hurting people. Normal people, Archie. Just trying to live their lives, put food on the table. Perhaps your queen and your governor and your people are innocent. Perhaps it’s the emperor, or the Taiping rebels, or pirates – I don’t know! But this cannot continue. We end it, today. And then we can find out who was behind it. Can we at least agree on that?”

Archie swallowed, the silence drawing out longer than Kiamling thought possible. His blue eyes were haunted, torn between the tenets he held true and the glass shards she had just asked him to swallow. It was no easy request, but she was not lying. They needed him.

She needed him. Her fingers had moved down his sleeve to rest against his palm.

“Hou la,” he answered in Cantonese. “Let’s fight our demons.”
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The trail to Victoria Peak was a rough path snaking sharply upwards. Conversation between the four of them lulled until they reached a plateau. It had been Kiamling’s idea to hunt the shadow monster, but the plan had seemed more watertight in the comforts of Man Mo temple. Here, where the ships in the harbour looked like nothing more than folded paper, she started having her doubts. She and Jingling were used to foraging at the edges of the forest for herbs and roots, but even they had hesitated to go further in. Even before foreign monsters started stalking the streets, few came to the wilds at the heart of the island because of rumours of wild beasts and trees packed so tight that people could never find their way back out.

The path disappeared entirely as the forest swallowed up the mountainside. Hoi used his guandou to cut a path through the hanging vines and thick undergrowth. Kiamling doubted he knew how to use the heavy curved blade in an actual fight; he clearly just wanted to posture as the god of war. Then again, he had admitted killing someone; had all but admitted piracy. Perhaps he had learnt a trick or two along the way. Either way, the reach of the weapon was stupidly impractical in the dense forest and yet somehow reassuring at the same time.

They reached the spot Kiamling had been aiming for. Claw marks gouged into the rubber trees. Jingling squatted and splayed her fingers over them, but even her widest stretch could not match the handspan. Saplings and bushes had been flattened, their leaves scorched black, but it was the dead wildlife littering the ground that was the clearest indicator. Rodents and small birds, like droppings along the path. Their bodies hollowed out, shrivelled and devoid of moisture. Drained of all their qi.

Hoi gor picked up one of the dead rats by the tail. It swung back and forth. “Kiamling, exactly how do you know the shadow beast is up here?”

Kiamling’s mouth went dry. Jingling squeezed her hand in reassurance. She was asking them to risk their lives; she owed them the truth. “The night of the fires, when it snatched Por Por, I chased it up here. There was a doorway, but it closed. I… I let it close. I was too afraid to go through.”

Overhead, the chatter of birds echoed in the canopy, and somewhere nearer was the hiss of a snake. Kiamling waited for the shock, the disgust at her cowardice. Hoi plonked a finger on her forehead and flicked her. “I’m relieved to hear there’s a bit of self-preservation in your utterly reckless brain.”

Behind her, Archie’s hands steadied her shoulders. “I’m fairly certain I hid in my room during the whole episode, so you’re braver than me.”

“The whole time?” Hoi said.

“Well, I’m not completely sure. I might have passed out, smoke inhalation and all.”

“But the whole time?” Hoi gor repeated.

“I thought we were having a moment of honesty. No judgement!”

“Yeah, for Ah Kiam. Not for you.”

“Well… where were you?” Archie said, trying to move the focus away.

“I was in one of the flower boats,” Hoi said with a crooked smile.

“Which one?” Jingling bounced with excitement.

“The one with the purple drapes? I forget what it’s called.”

“No, I mean which courtesan?” Jingling had no subtlety whatsoever. She just wanted the details that Kiamling most certainly did not want to hear.

“It wasn’t like that; it was a business deal.”

“Uh-huh, a business deal.” Jingling danced away as Hoi raised his guandou in mock threat. She hid behind Archie, enlisting him immediately to her side.

“Is the whole British quarter still in denial? Even after what happened at Happy Valley? In Tai Ping San Street?” Kiamling asked, trying to get the conversation back to the matter at hand. None of them seemed the least bit bothered by her gutless behaviour. It was almost as if she had been too hard on herself all these months.

“Who is going to admit visiting brothels in Tai Ping Shan Street?” Archie said. Hoi raised his hand. “Present company excepted. And the racecourse episode has been chalked up to mass hallucinations. Yellow fever.” He had shed his long coat, carrying it over one arm. He was not the sweaty mess he had been when he’d arrived in the colony, but he was still struggling with the heat more than the others. It didn’t help that his waistcoat was tightly buttoned and his shirt fastened to the neck.

“Do mass hallucinations explain the injuries? The deaths?” Hoi pushed aside branches and effortlessly navigated roots underfoot, like a stream that would always find a path.

“A stampede…” Archie repeated the official line, as if saying it enough times would actually make him believe it.

“Can you hear yourself? You were there, does that sound plausible?”

Archie had no rebuttal. The revolver hanging under his arm banged as he moved, the holster not fastened tightly enough. The weapon was shiny, newly purchased and never used.

“Look with your own eyes!” Hoi could never let anything go once he had set his mind on it. Kiamling was about to stop him, change the subject, when Archie finally retorted.

“What do you think I’m doing? Here. Now! I’m trying to make sense of everything. I’ve seen Miss Kim run through walls and a bamboo forest sprout from the street. Of course it’s not normal. But you are asking me to rethink everything I’ve lived by… It’s a lot.”

Hoi finally caught Kiamling’s look and backed off, marching on ahead muttering “Miss Kim” with a shake of his head. Jingling was more sympathetic. She had thankfully folded up the iron fan for now, and her gentle tones tried to move the conversation on. “Back in Britain, do people not believe in ghosts and monsters?”

“Oh, plenty believe, but there’s no hard evidence. We don’t make government policies based on superstitious nonsense.”

“Superstitious? I’m not familiar with the word.”

“An ignorant belief in magic. Good luck and bad luck. That sort of thing.”

“Is that what they’ve told you?” Jingling said, eyes big and round.

The desire to defend Archie went against the grain for Kiamling, but he was falling further and further behind. Breathing heavily as he ducked under low-hanging branches, using it as an excuse to fade out of the conversation. Used to being ignored, he found the attention on him discomforting. An affable but entirely forgettable civil servant whose job was to parse other’s ideas into words, not to have his own.

They were asking him to explain the beliefs of an entire nation. Defend the policies of his government as if he had any choice in the matter. His helplessness wafted like waves. Kiamling attempted to redirect the heat. “Here people believe enough to keep me in business. Hungry ghosts and geongsi can leach away a family’s good fortune. But they all want a quick fix. They don’t want to take responsibility, they just want it to go away.”

Truth be told, they wanted her to go away. Do her job unobtrusively and then go far, far away from the rest of the community. Her presence was a reminder that bad luck was still hanging around.

The trail got narrower and steeper as they went. They walked in single file, slowing to navigate the dripping aerial roots of rubber trees. Jingling was discernible in her bright robes, but Hoi had all but disappeared up ahead, the vines and branches camouflaging everything.

“Hoi gor, slow down!” Kiamling shouted. An echoed reply came back to her, muffled and incomprehensible. She glanced behind for Archie, but he was nowhere to be seen. A phantom after-image swam in the corner of her vision, like a blurred photograph. A macaque shrieked overhead. She looked up, seeing a family of them swinging from branch to branch. Their noises were warnings. Birds flew out of the canopy in a flurry of bright wings. The canopy swayed with the movement, shadows mottling everything below to dizzying effect.

Kiamling called again. No sign of Archie. No Hoi. Jingling had disappeared now too. The dense forest felt claustrophobic as she waded forward. Every vine a snake, every raised root jaws around her ankles.

She called each of their names in turn, loudly at first, then quieter. The forest had lost the thrum of wildlife. Worries escalated in her mind. Her voice signposted her location. Something was out here. Stalking them.

A splash of purple bobbed up ahead. Relieved, Kiamling ploughed forward. Jingling and Hoi would be waiting for her, laughing at her nerves. Imagine, a yiugwai hunter afraid not of the dead but of the living, breathing forest in broad daylight! Her sister would tease her mercilessly. She stumbled when she got closer. It was not Jingling after all, but a patch of violet flowers.

A revolver fired behind her. Once. Twice.

Kiamling switched direction, running towards the sound, heart in her throat. She almost slammed into Archie in her haste. A savage look filled his eyes, his jacket lost, his waistcoat torn on one side. He caught her before they both fell. “It’s here. I saw its eyes glowing.”

“Where are Jing-Jing and Hoi?”

He shook his head.

A woman screamed. Kiamling raced on again, not waiting for Archie. Her sister’s voice, she was certain of it. She pushed qi into her steps to move faster, cutting the aerial roots down as she sprinted. Hoi crouched on the ground, cradling Jingling’s head.

“The shadow beast. It tried to take her,” he said.

“Where is it?”

“It’s too fast. We cannot win here. There are too many places for it to hide.”

Kiamling cursed her foolish decision. They were not the predator; they were merely prey. “Can you carry her? I’ll keep watch.” Hoi nodded, picking Jingling up and hefting her onto his back.

A growl echoed around them, reverberating off the trees. It was hard to pinpoint the exact location, but it was close. Too close.

“Go,” Kiamling hissed.

The foliage hampered any fast movements, leaves crackling underfoot like sparks from a fire. A grey heap was crumpled on the ground. Nausea punched Kiamling hard in the gut. No, thank Chung Kwai, it was too small to be a body. It was Archie’s jacket.

From the shadows, Archie raised his revolver and pointed it at Hoi. His expression hard. Cruel.

“Archie?” Kiamling whispered, the bottom falling out of her stomach.

He fired.
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Kiamling screamed, pulling Hoi and Jingling down to the ground. She looked for the gunshot wounds, eyes roving Hoi’s skull and chest. He was uninjured. Archie could hardly have missed, not at such a close distance. She did not understand. What had he…

Her legs were wet where she knelt on the forest floor. Blood. It trickled from behind her, further up the slope. Partially camouflaged by the foliage was a huge tiger. Archie had plugged it full of bullets. The beast’s yellow eyes glared accusingly as they glazed over, its enormous curved teeth gleaming.

Archie’s face was ashen. His hand shook so much the revolver fell to the ground, and he squatted beside it, dry-heaving. Not the shadow beast; a real beast. Tigers were rare but not unknown on the island, swimming across to hunt.

“I saw it, the hell hound. It was no orange and black tiger that attacked Jingling,” Hoi said, but even he sounded unsure. The forest was known to play tricks on the senses.

“Let’s get back to town. We can talk about it later,” Kiamling said. She helped Archie to his feet. He was deathly cold from the shock. Others, she was sure, would brag about the kill, take the tiger’s pelt back as a trophy. Archie was not one of those. She linked her arm through his, guiding him back down the slope, holding on for longer than strictly necessary.
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“This explains everything! There was never a shadow beast, it was a tiger all along,” Archie said. His blue lips had regained some colour after Kiamling forced him to drink down a cup of mau toi, but his hands continued to shake. “A man-eating tiger. By Jove, I’d heard stories from India, but to think…”

“The shadow beast is still out there,” Kiamling insisted.

He wasn’t listening. “Superintendent Lancaster will be delighted. And the governor. An end to all the trouble.”

“Archie, this doesn’t explain the fae ring. The demon horses. Secretary Peake, and a bamboo forest springing up in the middle of a street!” Kiamling was almost yelling.

Archie’s face fell. He really wanted to believe there was a plausible reason for it all. “You’re right. In that case, we need to inform the police.”

“The police?” Kiamling repeated.

“Yes, the police.” Archie was pleased with his pronouncement, a great weight lifted from him. Alert the authorities and then his part in it was done.

Hoi folded his arms across his chest and looked at the Englishman like he had sprouted horns. “You might as well hunt for a dragon pearl. An absolute waste of time.”

“They have a duty to the people.” Archie was insistent, leaning on Kiamling to make his point. “Look, I respect that you tried to do things your way, but you do not have the numbers. Your sister has been injured. Face it, you need help.”

Jingling’s meridian lines had been entirely blocked. Her qi was still there, a deep pool at her centre, but all the channels were clogged up. It would take a great deal of effort to unpick them, one by one. Kiamling had to be careful not to make the problem worse, and the two men arguing over her head hardly helped.

A tiger could not have done this, at least not one made of flesh and blood. It was the shadow beast, it had to be. Just as it had blocked the qi from the people it had attacked in the Chinese district. It was different to how geongsi and ghosts acted. They drank qi, a jealous desire to feel alive again. But the shadow beast stopped it. Erased memories when it attacked, like it did not want to be seen.

“The only duty they have is to the chests of gold and silver they’re taking back to London. Everything else is just excuses. Dressing up a pig before you slit its throat.” Hoi stood up, as if he could not bear to be near them any longer. They had retreated to his warehouse. Kiamling said nothing about the new stacks of crates that filled the space. The smell of opium was strong.

Archie shrivelled, but refused to cower. “Hong Kong is a British colony, why would we do it any harm? We want to bring prosperity to everyone.”

Hoi spat. “Did you swallow the whole handbook, or just the introduction?”

“What?”

“The newssheets might talk about charity and benevolence, but I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Britain, France, Spain… you are all the same. Greed is what drives you.”

Archie was taken aback by the accusation, shaking a little. “High morals from a man who is trading in opium.”

“That’s different.”

“Why is it different?”

“Needs must.”

Archie laughed bitterly. “That’s the same excuse everyone makes.”

The two men had stalked up to each other, like boats that refused to move aside on a narrow river. Kiamling wedged between them, pushing them firmly apart. “This isn’t helping. Just because we’re Chinese doesn’t mean we know the mind of the emperor in Peking. And neither does Archie know Queen Victoria’s grand plan. Leave it. He has come to my aid time and time again. His information has been invaluable. I trust him, that should be enough.”

“I don’t,” Hoi said, then added gruffly, “but I trust you.”

“Fine. Then both of you need to sit down and let me work,” she snapped. They did not see all the moving pieces as she did. It made her irritable, like Por Por had often been.

Kiamling had promised to keep Jingling in the loop. To let her sister make her own choices and not simply push her towards a predetermined path. But it was like they were walking in the dark; Jingling could stumble at any point, fall off the cliff edge. Just because she had agreed to be more open didn’t mean she should be thrusting her sister in harm’s way. She would fail if Jingling was not safe.

She pushed the worries to one side as she worked, unblocking one after another of the points in Jingling’s body. They pulsed like stars, precise pinpricks now whereas before they had been hard to see. The meridian channels flowed again, golden as nectar. Jingling’s breathing changed from rasping to relaxed. She just needed rest now. She would be all right.

Kiamling did not remember falling asleep, only that the sound of male voices overhead stirred her some hours later. Her hand tightly gripping Jingling’s. Her sister looked better already. Thank Chung Kwai.

She sat up, surprised to find that Archie and Hoi gor had not in fact taken lumps out of each other, but were playing a game of cards. They seemed to have come to some sort of truce. In another life, they might even have been friends. Both of them had bigger hearts than they liked to let on; Hoi’s hidden behind toughened scars and tattoos, Archie’s behind the facade of an upper-class gentleman.

Hoi was the first to notice she was awake. He handed her a bowl of Eight Treasure revitalising soup. The first mouthful was bitter, sharp, almost making her retch. But following behind it was a hint of sweetness that lingered long on her tongue. It warmed her mouth and throat, stirring the qi at her centre. It felt like someone had opened a tap, pouring qi through all her meridian lines.

“Better?” Hoi said, refilling the bowl.

“Better,” she agreed. She had not quite realised what the last few days had taken out of her. She had barely stopped, catching only a few hours of fitful sleep. Her qi pool had not been completely refilled for days. She had ignored what that meant, even though she of all people was well versed in it. Qi was finite, and scraping for the dregs at the bottom of the well merely meant she was burning through years of her own life. Better not to dwell on it. The sensible thing would be to rest up, wait for Jingling’s recovery.

“We’ll go to the police,” she said. A consolation prize for Archie. But also because he had been right. She needed to start asking for help. Better the police, armed with weapons and training, than risk her sister and her friends getting hurt again.

She also owed Archie. Dragging him into this against his will, turning his entire world upside down, had not been her intent. It did not matter that Hoi saw her at her worst; he always had. But she wanted to be better for Archie. She wanted to match his earnest optimism, give the establishment a chance to offer aid.

His expression brightened. “That’s the ticket! Superintendent Lancaster will hear us out. He’s an excellent fellow.” His opinion of the police officer was vastly different to Kiamling’s, but she suspected Lancaster showed another face to his fellow countrymen.

“I’ll watch Jingling,” Hoi said gruffly. Going into a police station was likely at the bottom of his list of fun days out.

“Don’t worry, I’ll find your wanted poster and draw a beard on it,” Kiamling said.

“You’d better not. They might take you in instead.”

“The sacrifices I make to get away from you.” Kiamling sighed melodramatically. Sparring with Hoi gor came naturally.

“I put a whole ocean between us.”

“And yet you came back.”

“And yet I came back.” Hoi’s brown eyes gleamed at her fiercely.
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“You really don’t like that fellow, do you?” Archie remarked as they walked towards the British district.

“Who, Chihoi?” Kiamling was surprised at Archie’s observation. In the streets of Canton, verbal duels between friends were substitutes for greetings. Old aunties physically fought each other to pay a bill. Compliments were for customers, clients, strangers. Family and friends were subject to affectionate name-calling. It had been a little different for her. After she turned eleven or twelve, most of the other kids had stopped backchatting, did not want to anger a yiugwai hunter in training. Afraid of the curses she would place upon them. Or perhaps because their bodies no longer looked the same, growing from scrawny genderless frames to diverge in a way Kiamling had always known was coming, and yet still managed to drive a wedge between them. Only Hoi and her sister treated her no differently.

“The way you were insulting each other…” Archie was less certain now.

“He’s known me since childhood. That’s how we talk.”

“And you don’t find it rude?”

“Rude? No. Do you?”

“Well, now that you’ve explained it… There’s a lot more to learn than just the language. I was rather taken aback by how casual you are with him.”

“I’m casual with everyone.” Kiamling shrugged.

“Even me?”

“Even you, gweilo, especially you.” Kiamling punched him in the arm. Archie stumbled, almost falling. He was impossibly useless in a physical confrontation. Although having said that, he had dealt with the tiger with more tenacity and precision than she had expected.

“Where did you learn to fire a gun?”

“Oh, back at King’s College. Some of the other students in the Thaumaturgy Society taught me. They thought it was rather quaint that I didn’t know how.”

“Thauma… what?”

Archie’s eyes widened. A secret then. If she just got him talking, perhaps she could discern more about how to exorcise the monsters on the island.

“It must’ve been lonely in London.”

He was relieved she had not continued asking him about the society. He nodded enthusiastically. “At first it was. I had the Church, of course. And every Sunday and Thursday I volunteered at the workhouse to read letters for those who could not read themselves. While most of the fellows at college quite turned their noses up at a bumbling country lad, some were welcoming. We would have tea together on a Saturday, and someone would bring a bottle of something to share. Talking until dawn about how we would right the wrongs of this world.”

Kiamling was reminded of the painting of the armoured knight at Barrister Ng’s house. An idealised version of chivalry that was paper thin in the light of day. Dreaming was for people with the time to spare. Most were too busy surviving.

“Archie,” she trod carefully, “Chinese community leaders are being targeted by creatures you say are from children’s tales. Rifts have been opening. Do you honestly believe that those in power know nothing about this? That it’s all just a coincidence?”

“You think me naïve, don’t you? The same as my mother. But they gave me my education, my job. Pulled me up by the shirt collar when I would’ve still been on the moor, beating pheasants for the gentry to shoot. I do not doubt trade is part of it, but sharing wealth, education and technology can only be a good thing. For all of us.” It was hard not to be swept up by his fervour, to nod along with it.

He had avoided her question. Waxing lyrical about all the good the British were doing. Trying to convince himself, perhaps. Kiamling knew what it was like to expect much and get little in return. She and Jingling had spent their childhood imagining that their parents would come back after one last job, would be different people if they spent more time together; convincing themselves that things that had happened by accident were signs of love and affection. She saw the similarities in the relationship Archie had with his Church and government. Craving praise that never came. Not realising that everything he gave meant nothing to them. The revelation would come in its own time. There was no use forcing the issue or she would only push him away.

And yet.

And yet Kiamling was wistful for a time when she’d had more hope. When her defences were not constantly raised and she could take someone at their word. In Archie she saw a rose-tinted view of the world that she yearned for. A softness that she had almost forgotten existed.







Lessons
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The Central Police Station on Wellington Road straddled the slope, with three storeys on its north-facing side and only two on the south. Hammering rang through the air long before they reached it, with construction work still apparent. Nonetheless, the building, which had only been a shell during the Hungry Ghost Festival fires, was now a functioning police station, with British and Indian officers alike bustling around in their olive-green uniforms.

The Indian officers in their red turbans turned to stare as Archie and Kiamling approached, but said nothing. Instead, a British officer in a pith helmet sat across a wide desk and listened to their fabulous tale. Actually, he listened to Archie’s halting account. Every time Kiamling tried to add a point, the officer held up the flat of his hand to her face. Archie was very close to challenging him to a pistol duel for the insult before he remembered Kiamling was more than capable of looking after herself. The man would not be so condescending if he was aware she could set him on fire.

The officer had a pen and paper to hand, but he took no notes. He rocked in his chair, stroking his moustache thoughtfully. His boots slammed on the table as he leant further back, the mud splattering from them in flecks. About halfway through the disjointed narrative, he called to the others pottering about the station. “Come listen to this!”

More officers – British, Indian and even Chinese – crowded around the desk. The British officers interjected with comments like “by golly” and “can’t trust a fairy” and sage nods until it was clear even to Archie that he was being ridiculed. He grew smaller and smaller, hunching his shoulders and retreating into his shell. “Is Superintendent Lancaster not available?” he asked for the fifth or sixth time. Lancaster had always been more sympathetic to him, but he was dining with the governor this evening. Even Archie was uncertain if his information was important enough to disrupt a formal dinner party.

“So,” the original officer tapped his pen on the blank paper, “we are looking for someone who can summon Black Shuck, has made pacts with the fae and knows Merlin, right?”

“Should be easy enough. Pointed ears and wings are a dead giveaway,” another officer chortled.

“Oh no no, it’s the horns and forked tongue we should be looking out for. A mandatory physical examination ought to do it.”

They all guffawed with great gusto, just as Kiamling had warned him they would. It was not the first time Archie had been mocked for his peculiar ways. But he was not a child any more. He’d thought it might be different. The government, the police were there to serve the people, all the people. He truly believed that.

“We are wasting our time.” Kiamling turned towards the door.

“Kick these imbeciles out,” the officer said. “Honestly, we ought to tell the governor that one of his civil servants has been on the sherry.” He patted Archie on the shoulder, leaning in conspiratorially. “It’s all well and good playing house with the natives, sir, but spouting this poppycock will get you in proper hot water.”

“Right,” Archie said numbly. All his earlier conviction had gone, dripping through his fingers until only silt remained.

Two Indian officers escorted them out of the building. The men recruited from India were often relegated to do the dirty work, disliked by the Chinese for being symbols of authority but without any of the affluent trappings to go with it. It was easier to hate on another race than deal with the double-edged sword of aggressor and benefactor alike.

Kiamling refused to give up. She appealed to the stoical officers, talking as they walked. “They might tell you to look the other way, to say it was sickness or opium, but you are no fools. What happened at Happy Valley, at Tai Ping Shan Street, cannot be explained by their so-called science.”

The officers stood outside the door, barring re-entry. They were wooden at first, staring straight ahead as if they had not heard any of her words. Then the shorter of the two glanced at his colleague, answering in a hurried low tone. “My brother was attacked. He was patrolling the Mid-Levels a few weeks ago. Can’t remember a thing, but there are claw marks across his back that will not heal. The British shrugged it off, said he must have fallen down drunk. But he doesn’t drink.”

Kiamling gave him her address, pressed him to send his brother for qi healing when he had time. A couple of European clerks walked past on their way home, and the officer’s demeanour switched back to impassive. The moment gone.

“Now what?” Archie said miserably. The hammering that he had first assumed was another migraine was louder as they walked away. Kiamling tried to say something, but the infernal racket made her stumble.

At an open window on the basement level, she stopped. Archie looked over her shoulder. He recognised the Chinese carpenter, Mr Leung. His team had built many of the colonial buildings, his harassed expression ubiquitous as he supervised half a dozen projects at the same time. The overworked foreman was sawing and hammering great planks of wood. His queue draped long and thick on the floor like a coiling iron chain.

“Leung gor,” Kiamling called in Cantonese, waving through the low window.

Mr Leung looked up, blinking at her as if the wall was talking back. The bags under his eyes sagged. Everything about him was pointed: from chin to ears, elbows to knees.

“When was the last time you took a day off?”

“A day off?” he snapped, focusing in on her sharply. “There’s too much work, how can I possibly take a day off?”

“I haven’t seen you in weeks. No, make that months. How is Leung tai? The kids?”

“Kids?” His expression was blank, as if he had forgotten about his family altogether. Archie had seen this before. A hazy memory of his mother at a neighbour’s house, putting out offerings of bread and milk.

“Leung gor, why don’t you come with us. A bowl of soup dumplings on me.”

The hammer in the carpenter’s hand drooped as if it would fall to the floor, his face turned momentarily towards the breeze from the window. Then he grimaced and shook his head. “No, no, there isn’t time for that. I need to work.”

With that he turned his back, the hammering recommencing. Kiamling pulled Archie away. “He’s been cursed.”

“He’s just very hard-working,” Archie said, unwilling to give credence to the word clamouring for attention in his head.

“And his teeth?”

“What about his teeth?”

“Last I checked, hard work didn’t sharpen teeth.”

Archie was silent, hands pushed deep into his pockets. The lucky bean slipped into his palm, judging him, finding him lacking.

“Well?” Kiamling nudged.

He pushed the words out. “He’s turning into some sort of brownie or hobgoblin, perhaps? A house spirit from building all these houses.” A bitter laugh escaped his mouth. He had more to say. “Kia—Miss Kim, I—”

“It’s Governor Bowring or Reverend Nairns,” Kiamling interrupted. “It has to be. Men of power who want to eliminate the community leaders. To start a war, although I am not certain how this starts a war exactly…”

“What if it’s just due to mismatched beliefs? You thought so yourself, didn’t you?” The notion was tenuous, but Archie fervently hoped it was true. He had to believe they were doing good here.

She shook her head. “Only a fool would think that now. Por Por, Barrister Ng, Madam Yau and now Foreman Leung. They were not at the laying of the foundation stones of the Man Mo temple simply by accident. Each is a pillar of the community. Targeted for that reason.”

“Even if there’s some grain of truth in it, you cannot go around randomly accusing people.” Archie switched hastily to Cantonese, grasping for a way to temper her. “You’ll be thrown in gaol.”

Kiamling had no concrete evidence. The governor was a benign fellow, trying to learn Cantonese and encouraging education. He had acquiesced to the Hungry Ghost Festival celebrations, hadn’t he? Time and time again he had argued against starting a war with China. Undoubtedly there were bad actors in any establishment, but Governor Bowring was not one of them.

“We will go to the cathedral. Confront Reverend Nairns. I need to look him in the eye. I’ll know if he’s lying.”

Archie could see how she had come to that conclusion. Reverend Nairns was the most obvious candidate. Antagonistic and openly disapproving of the yiugwai hunters, of Madam Yau’s licentious but booming business. He could easily be the type who would preach the purity of Christianity with one hand while using monsters and spirits with the other.

“Do you trust your own instincts that much?” He picked at it, even though everything in his brain told him to leave it alone.

“Yes,” Kiamling said, clenching a fist. “I can read people.”

He searched her face, hesitating before finally nodding. “All right. We’ll go tomorrow.”

“No, it needs to be tonight.” She was riled up, re-energised by the sleep and the soup Hoi had made her. “Before he knows we are on to him; before things get any worse.”

Archie looked up. The moon was already visible in the early-evening sky, as if it battled the sun for control. “Your sister needs rest. You must be tuckered out; we all are.”

“Jingling shouldn’t come anyway, it’s too dangerous. And Hoi gor disapproves. Let’s go. Just you and me.”

Archie should have said no. He was not on the best terms with Reverend Nairns of late, both of them waiting desperately for the bishop to return. But he took one glance at Kiamling and all his protestations dissolved. It was difficult for her to ask for help. The burden of responsibility that she believed only she could bear. He could no more decline her than he could stop his own heart from beating.

“Righto,” he said, because anything longer would undo him entirely. He extended his hand, forever the gentleman. This time she took it. Archie’s eyebrow quirked, surprised. Their fingers interlocked, clasped like two halves of one shell.

It was too late for him. It had been from the moment he had crashed into her outside St John’s all those months ago. The hunger within him would not be sated.







Chapter Forty-Three
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The missionaries at St John’s Cathedral recognised Archie and let them in, but the reverend was out, calling on some of his congregation. The exterior of the building in its Gothic style was impressive, but inside it was exquisite. Singing echoed from the choir practising near the altar, drawing Kiamling’s eyes and ears up towards an arched stained-glass window behind a figure on a cross. It was much like the pendant Archie wore around his neck. The altar was decked in a richly embroidered tablecloth with gold fittings and fixtures. Offerings. A place of worship. The exact details were different, but the trappings were comfortingly familiar.

Archie sat down on one of the pews near the back, clasping his hands together in prayer. He murmured to himself, words inaudible. Kiamling craned her neck, watching the missionaries light the candelabra. She looked for joss sticks, but instead there were candles cradled in small glass holders.

Time passed and she grew restless. She was not one for waiting, her leg twitching when she sat for too long. She wandered around the nave, admiring the statues and stained-glass windows, poking around at the water font and the neat stacks of hymn books. The choir rehearsal had since finished and their retreating footsteps echoed around. Only a handful of missionaries remained, busy with their duties. The church bells rang around them, eight times.

“We should be eating tongyun,” Kiamling said, her stomach rumbling.

“Tongyun?”

“It’s Winter Solstice today. The shortest day and longest night. Families reunite and we make glutinous rice-flour balls together.” She had all but forgotten, so caught up was she in everything. One of the most important festivals of the year. Por Por would supervise them making the tongyun, while she and Jingling tried to place floury marks on each other without the other noticing. An inexplicable ache of homesickness filled her.

“Midwinter! Do tell,” Archie said.

“You celebrate it?”

“My mother did.” He did not explain further. If Kiamling was feeling homesick, she could not begin to imagine what Archie felt. An ocean and a rock away. Always cheerful and kind, his mask had not slipped even when being ridiculed at the police station. Too working-class for the government officials; too well educated for the army men. He was a misfit, just like her.

The protective layer around her heart had thawed completely, dripping like scalding candle wax. Oh no, she realised, much later than she really ought to have done. Jingling had been right after all. Suddenly confronting Reverend Nairns no longer seemed so urgent. A longing filled the void in her stomach: a quiet cup of tea, a stroll by the harbour, even a day out at the races. Those intimate moments she had not thought of as important shone in her mind.

“Let’s come back tomorrow,” she said. “This can wait. Make tongyun with us.”

“You said it’s for family.” The tenderness in his voice threatened to cleave her in two.

“I know,” Kiamling said. Her voice was barely audible, the words trembling for fear of what saying them aloud cost her.

“I need to tell you something.” Archie’s words spilt in a great gush. He put two fingers under his collar, loosening it. Reached for her hand.

The church doors behind them opened and Reverend Nairns walked in, nodding to a couple of the missionaries on their way out. Archie sprang back from Kiamling.

“Archibald, it is late. What ails you, my son?” The priest was wary, keeping his distance from the pair.

“Miss Kim and I would like a moment of your time… to speak about the strange occurrences across the island.”

Reverend Nairns looked like he might start wailing blasphemy, but his next words were unexpected. “I’ve already written to the bishop, even to some of the clergymen in India.”

“You… you believe us?” Kiamling was surprised.

The priest looked at her as if a piece of furniture had started talking. It was not the first time she had spoken to him in English, but each time he was still surprised. “Vehemently not. All this hogwash about the little folk. Mass hysteria is what I’m concerned about, hallucinations due to the tropical heat. We do not have enough good physicians in the region as it is.”

“Hundreds of people witnessed the incident at Happy Valley,” Kiamling said.

Reverend Nairns put a hand to his forehead, shaking his head ruefully. “Sinful people engaged in gambling. I remain unsurprised at anything they purport to have seen.”

The main door opened behind him, setting a draught about the room. Another missionary. Reverend Nairns glanced back. “Brother Thomas, I’ll be with you in a moment. If you’d be so good as to lock up for the evening.”

Kiamling refused to let the conversation be sidetracked. “A shadow beast attacked people.”

“Chinamen who wander off in the night. Probably tripped over their own feet,” Nairns opined.

“Barrister Ng was—”

“Barrister Ng came to this church on Sunday and repented for frequenting that den of filth.” The priest had a logical excuse for everything. He had stared for so long into the light, he could not see what lurked in the darkness.

“Then you deny being the cause? Calling forth these monsters against the enemies you so detest – people like my grandmother.”

“Your grandmother? Oh, you mean that odious old woman? I do not detest her. I pity her and her heathen traditions. She would be more than welcome to join our congregation. We embrace everyone.” Reverend Nairns’ false smile fooled no one.

Brother Thomas loitered with great agitation to one side, wringing his hands as he tried to interrupt the heated conversation to no avail.

“Even a brothel owner?” Kiamling pushed, wanting to see Nairns’ reaction. He did indeed look alarmed, but not in the way she had hoped. Rather than breaking out into a guilty sweat, he held out his cross.

“Sinful harlots of the night, tempting good men to stray from the righteous path.”

Kiamling would not have classified many of them as good men, nor needing much tempting. They had made their way to Tai Ping Shan Street of their own volition.

“If anything, you are to blame!” Finally! Her prodding had provoked him. Except the priest was not pointing an accusatory finger at her, the heathen yiugwai hunter, but at Archie.

“Wait, what?” Kiamling looked between the two of them, confused.

“Claiming to be devout, cavorting with this wicked woman, coming to me with talk of sin and transgressions. You asked me to save you, but you cannot be saved. You are nothing more than a filthy ruffian, no matter how you dress it up with a gentleman’s education. The son of a witch!” The priest’s words were lobbed like spit to keep Archie at a distance. The hushed conversations she had previously seen between them were cast in a new light. Not words of comfort and support after all.

“I told you that in the strictest confidence.” Archie’s tone was calm civility despite his nails digging into the palms of his hands.

Playing the pig, eating the tiger.

“Save you? Why do you need saving?” Kiamling asked in Cantonese, stumped as to why the two were at loggerheads.

“Revered Nairns, I really must speak with you…” Brother Thomas was sweating profusely, lips grey. It was a muggy night, and he looked like he should be abed.

“For goodness’ sake, man, can you not see we are in the middle of something? And didn’t I tell you to lock the blasted door?”

Before Nairns could say another word, Brother Thomas collapsed forward. Archie caught him just in time to stop his skull smashing on the flagstones. He staggered back under the weight, and Kiamling helped him lay the unconscious man on a narrow pew.

Nairns was yelling for smelling salts. Archie loosened Brother Thomas’s collar, wiping a handkerchief over his clammy brow.

“Water, I’ll fetch some water,” he said.

Kiamling felt for the meridian points along the missionary’s middle finger and the inside of his wrist. His heart fluttered weakly. His qi reservoir should not be so low. A sense of unease consumed her. It was all wrong. Dread rooted her to the spot. She tried to yell for the others to stop, let her think, but her voice caught fast in her throat.

Brother Thomas was fading. Babbling incoherently, blood frothing from one side of his mouth. His face was contorted in terror, but whatever message he was trying to convey was lost as Reverend Nairns shook his shoulders. “Pull yourself together, man,” the priest said, as if it was a mere inconvenience. The other man did not respond, exhaling one more time. Dead.

Archie had moved up close behind Kiamling, his breathing ragged and noisy. It was neither the time nor the place. She elbowed him, not unkindly, as a hint. He growled.

“Archie, give me some space,” she hissed.

“I’m over here.” Archie’s voice was shaky as he replied from her left. Kiamling’s skin prickled all the way up her back and down her arms. If Archie was on the left and Reverend Nairns in front, who was it making the terrible rasping noises behind her? Only then did she finally spot two neat puncture marks in Brother Thomas’s forearm.

She slammed her elbow back again, this time with full force, and made contact. The taste of damp and decay blanketed her palate and she dodged as the geongsi’s vicious claws came down in the space she had just vacated.

She turned.

Behind them, a dozen geongsi had ambled down the aisle and around the rear of the church. Wearing European three-piece suits or military uniforms, these undead were from the cemetery outside. Europeans who had died on the voyage over, from tropical diseases or drunken brawls, and now been reanimated. Hopping, qi-drinking undead, jerking towards the nearest source of life energy.

That would be them.







Chapter Forty-Four


[image: A hexagonal symbol featuring a yin-yang design at the center, surrounded by eight trigrams.]

“Now do you believe?” she said, coin sword in one hand, fu in the other.

Reverend Nairns was too shocked to respond.

Kiamling cricked her neck to one side, then the other. Despite herself, she grinned. She summoned her qi and dozens of fu flew into the air, the yellow talismans floating at eye level. She had been busy while Archie prayed, tucking the fu around the church just in case. She had expected to use them on Reverend Nairns, but plans change.

The fu circled round her body, a protective ring. The nearest geongsi hopped forward and she sent one towards its forehead. Smacked perfectly in place. Por Por would be proud.

The geongsi froze.

“Make some sort of barricade behind the benches,” she instructed the others, nodding towards the side of the church next to the font.

She sent more fu zipping across the room, finding their mark on each of the geongsi’s foreheads, like mosquitoes buzzing around their faces. The undead paused in their forward motion, satisfyingly stilled.

Reverend Nairns’ eyes widened. He gestured frantically, his mouth refusing to function. The yellow talisman was still attached to the first geongsi’s head, but the creature had nonetheless started to jerk. Shoulder and elbow joints twitching. Then its feet.

Wait. No.

Minuscule hops moved it forward. Her fu were only partially effective against these undead. Why did nothing follow the rules any more? Kiamling took her pent-up rage and directed it into her sword swing. She was supposed to be the rule-breaker, not them. She sliced her coin sword across the undead’s neck. The brittle bones cracked, the geongsi’s head toppling to the floor. At least decapitation still worked.

Grimly she adjusted her grip on the sword. One down… Her eyes scanned the back of the church. More were crowding in at the main double doors, more than she could handle by herself. She had never faced so many before, not even with Por Por by her side.

The other fu-immobilised geongsi were stirring, pushing back against the paralysis. Kiamling moved quickly, cutting off head after head before they could fully break free. She threw more talismans at those jumping forward, forcing them to a temporary halt. The geongsi behind were not clever enough to find an alternative path, pushing against the bottleneck.

The line of fu-paralysed monsters would soon rupture. The sheer weight of the geongsi behind pushed upon them, and talisman or no talisman, the dam was about to break. Kiamling clambered over the temporary barrier the others had constructed across the side of the room, stacking pews three rows high.

“You, girl, you cursed witch! You did this!” the reverend said, thrusting a cross out in his shaking hands. There was another missionary cowering beside him, hastening to follow the priest’s example. It did not have the intended effect. Kiamling grabbed the man’s cross and, startled, he let go. She turned it over in her hands. Projectile weapon or cudgel?

“How does it work?”

“You question God’s might?” Reverend Nairns said.

“Nope. I welcome any and all gods who can deal with those qi-hungry monsters about to suck us dry.”

“It wards off evil,” Archie replied, cutting through the tirade Reverend Nairns was about to deliver.

“Useful. Anything else that might help?”

The other men both looked at the reverend, who despite himself deigned to answer. “The altar is the most sacred part of the church.”

“Okay, quick survival lesson. These are geongsi, the malevolent undead. They are attracted to life essence. Moving and breathing in particular, as their eyesight isn’t great. Try not to let them scratch you, bite you or—”

“Don’t move or breathe,” the other missionary said, raising an eyebrow. There was always one.

“May I remind you, these are your undead. If you have a solution to dealing with them, be my guest.”

“Reverend, can you not exorcise them?” Archie said hopefully. The priest shook his head. He looked like he might throw up.

The noise of movement from the geongsi grew louder. The fu had failed.

They were up against the barricade, the interlocked pews creaking with the weight of them. Their outstretched hands scratched the smooth wood, finding gaps to claw through. The pews slid forward under the force, the makeshift pen getting progressively smaller. The smell of the grave, of decay, grew ever closer.

“Sorry, Reverend Nairns,” Kiamling said.

“What?” The priest’s voice was barely a whisper.

“Well, even you aren’t stupid enough to set a horde of geongsi on yourself. You can’t be behind this whole thing after all.”

“The undead are a monstrosity—”

She waved her hand. “Yes, yes, I get it now. I thought the whole blasphemy act was a bit heavy-handed, but it turns out that’s just you.”

“Act?”

Kiamling chose to ignore his question. The pews scraped forward once more. She wished she had had a third bowl of soup. She had not even drunk anything since then. She scooped a handful of water into her mouth from the font, an ornate stone plinth with a shallow bowl at the centre.

“That’s holy water!” the missionary said, just as Reverend Nairns screeched, “Don’t drink it!”

Kiamling spat, choking in half-understood panic. Was it poisoned or something? It had tasted stale to her, but not much else. Her mouthful of holy water splattered through gaps in the barricade, and the geongsi there shrieked. Their skin bubbled where the water made contact.

“Well, that is useful,” Kiamling said approvingly. A shame there wasn’t more of it. She dipped her coin sword into the font, pouring the water as best she could so it ran down the length of the weapon. Archie yanked an ornate sconce off the wall, ignoring Reverend Nairns’ comment about vandalism, and wrapped a holy-water-soaked handkerchief around it.

The side door was within reach. She could hold them off while the others escaped. And then? A new plan would come to her, she was sure.

“I’ll distract them. Hold your breath, get to the door!” she commanded, swinging her sword experimentally. Holy water dripped from the blade, hissing where it splattered on the nearest geongsi.

She pushed qi into her feet and sprang up onto the stack of pews, cutting left and right with the sword, her arms and legs moving without conscious thought. She pivoted and thrust again, barely seeing now, going through the steps like a rehearsed dance. She cut the geongsi down, over and over, until her limbs ached and her vision blurred. A pile of severed heads rolled around the floor at her feet, but still they came.

Behind her Reverend Nairns shouted in alarm as he backed away. Kiamling turned in time to see a new wave of undead push in from the side door. Sharp fangs bit down on the other missionary’s shoulder and neck, sucking the qi from him.

Shit shit shit. Of course there were more undead that way; it still led out to the cemetery.

Kiamling leapt up and over, using lightness to walk on the heads of the geongsi swarm to reach the flailing man’s position. Screaming, she thrust her sword down, piercing the skull of the monster supping on the unfortunate missionary.

It was too late. Without the training to defend his own life essence, everything had been drained almost instantaneously. His skin shrivelled to ash, flaking away in her hands, his expression one of open-mouthed terror.

Archie and the reverend had their backs against the side door, trying desperately to keep it from opening further. Scores of undead pushed on the other side, their rigid arms flailing wildly. Kiamling added her weight to help shut it. Archie smacked the groping arms and legs indiscriminately with his pilfered sconce, each blow sizzling, until they withdrew and the lock slid into place.
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There was no time to rest. Kiamling pulled herself to her feet, thighs burning. Normally she would make a witty comment, but even that took energy she did not have right now.

“Make for the altar.”

Archie and Reverend Nairns stood up, obeying her command without objection. That was a first. She was not sure she liked it. With her qi channelled into pure strength, she picked up one of the pews and threw it at the geongsi. It took the heads off the front rows, then tumbled, knocking over those behind as it landed with a heavy crash. In the ensuing chaos, the three of them ran towards the altar, the only clear space left in the church.

Claws swiped her cheek and Kiamling sent burning fu into the faces of the undead. One geongsi, a head taller than the others, jumped forward, its unexpected weight sending her crashing to the floor. She landed hard, her coin sword instinctively in front of her face as the monster’s jaws opened wide. She wedged the weapon between its sharp teeth. Coins cracked as it gnashed down, raining on her in broken fragments. The stench emanating from the corpse was awful. Kiamling held her breath, using a qi boost for strength to push the dead weight from her. She only had enough qi left to roll it off her, not send it flying through the air as she had intended.

Pain raked her chest where the monster had supped on her internal energy. She tossed a handful of glutinous rice into the other geongsi’s faces, the grains sizzling like hot coals as the creatures shrieked and writhed. She threw more rice on the floor in front of her, making a path for the three of them to walk on.

“Hurts, doesn’t it? Well, that’s what you get for clawing your way out of a grave. Could’ve stayed in there, had a nice sleep in the ground. But no… you had to come ruin my day!” The monsters did not respond to her scolding. Their skin flapped off like torn rags, where it still existed at all. Some of the corpses were in a terrible state, those who had died on the long voyage over. No one to leave offerings and maintain their headstones. Thick putrid ooze poured from their skeletal forms, the smell making her gag. The hungriest of ghosts.

One of the undead lunged for Reverend Nairns behind her, and he yelled, thrusting out his open Bible in a panic. As he pulled back, two pages ripped, stuck to the ooze on the geongsi’s face. The monster froze in place like it had been a fu talisman.

“Tear out more pages,” Kiamling directed.

“From a Bible? Sacrilege!”

“Your God would rather you’re alive, surely?” she said, hacking at the clawing arms aimed at her neck. She plunged her sword back down at an angle. The geongsi’s head sliced neatly off, but her sword was wedged in its shoulder. Sloppy. She pushed the torso away with her foot, yanking the sword free. Another coin pinged off, clattering in two pieces onto the tiles.

“This is the King James Bible! Printed and shipped from London,” Reverend Nairns continued as if that made any difference to the monsters attacking them. Nonetheless, as another geongsi lunged for him, he held the open book out like a shield. Another page tore off, paralysing the hideous creature in place.

“Is it a specific book? Genesis?” Archie asked from the rear, his academic mind piqued. He squinted over the reverend’s shoulder.

“I would’ve thought the Book of Revelation, surely.” The priest flipped the book around to examine the page numbers more closely.

“Focus, please!” Kiamling said, darting behind a pillar as three pairs of vicious arms grabbed at the space she had just occupied.

“Righto,” Archie said, his biceps flexing as he thwacked the nearest undead with the sconce. He swung it low, like the kids who had learnt cricket from British officers. Between his chaotic swings and Reverend Nairns’ Bible, they pushed a wedge through to the raised altar.

Behind them the geongsi hopped forward like a tide, onto the remaining scattered glutinous rice. The smell of burning flesh filled the air and smoke rose from the ground. Those in front stopped, but the undead behind kept going, toppling them over and hopping over their prone bodies as a bridge.

Reverend Nairns held his Bible in one hand, flicking past the torn pages, and his cross in the other. He started to read, words so slurred and shaky that Kiamling barely understood them.

The geongsi quietened down, their movements stilling, like a congregation listening to a sermon. Kiamling’s eyes widened. It was working. Here on the altar the priest had regained some of his previous confidence. He had never answered the question from before about exorcisms. Perhaps… just perhaps…

His voice croaked and the undead hopped forward one pace.

No one could keep talking for ever. Eventually he would have to stop. He swallowed, and the geongsi renewed their vigour. Hastily he began reciting again and they grew subdued. How long could he hold them like this?

Kiamling pointed to the rear spiral stairs leading upwards. The monsters would struggle to navigate those. Reverend Nairns forced himself to speak louder, his voice reverberating down the centre of the cathedral like booming tones from above. No wonder churches were built like this.

Kiamling threw her spool of red thread to Archie, wanting him to make a barrier as she had done at the racecourse. He grabbed for it, but it slipped through his fingers like it had burnt him. Outnumbered in a geongsi fight with about the worst companions she could have: a priest and an uncoordinated scholar. Great.

The priest’s voice gave out just as she had finished looping the red string around the front of the altar. The geongsi had pushed a wedge into her glutinous rice barrier. A heaving mass of cockroaches.

She counted down from three on her fingers for the others, and then they all held their breath. Archie and Reverend Nairns made for the stairs as quickly and quietly as they could. The undead moved around, confused as the scent from the living suddenly dissipated. Without an obvious focus, their targeted movements became sluggish, and they reverted to hopping about in circles, getting in each other’s way.

Kiamling had not taken in as deep a breath as she really should have. Even Jingling knew better than that. Her face had turned a purplish shade and she had to physically clasp a hand over her mouth and nose. Heat built in her skull, desperate to release the pressure. She pulled the red strings back until they were taut and breathed out noisily, gulping down glorious lungfuls of air. The geongsi’s heads swivelled to her position.

“Over here, chaps!” she called merrily in English, waving her hand. Did the undead still understand the languages they had learnt in life?

Just a bit closer.

Closer.

She let the red string go, the barrier snapping against the four geongsi in front. The threads caught fire, spreading from the middle across all the zigzagging lines. The geongsi shrieked and writhed, flames catching on their tattered military uniforms. It had not rained in ages, the soil bone dry.

The threads held as more undead launched themselves forward, giving Kiamling precious time to scramble up the stairs. Each impact thinned the red lines, breaking one fine strand of the twisted silk at a time. She did not want to be in the room when it finally snapped.
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The bell-ringing rope draped down in the centre of the room, neatly secured. High overhead, Kiamling could see the round dome of the cathedral bell, big enough to fit her whole body inside. Against the far wall, a higgledy-piggledy mess of cassocks and old hymn books, chairs and crates. From somewhere, Reverend Nairns had found a bottle of wine and a chipped glass. He had filled the glass to the absolute brim, handing the bottle to Archie. The Englishman hesitated for a moment and then swigged directly from the neck. He offered it to Kiamling.

Why not? They were going to die in here. She had examined the evidence and could not see any other way it would end. Her qi was exhausted, her fu all used up. Even if Por Por was here and her parents had still been alive, this was more geongsi than any yiugwai hunter could handle. She thought now on what her parents had done in Canton, and if she would have made the same decision. Seeing the end made her want to gamble it all on the throw of a dice. A chance to survive. She put the bottle to her lips: the acidic taste of red wine. Then she lowered it without taking a gulp.

No. It did not matter that the odds were ridiculous. She refused to give up. Sitting here and getting drunk while waiting to die was not her martial-arts style.

“Archie,” she said impulsively. “If you want, I’d kiss you.”

“What?” Archie turned scarlet.

“This is a house of God!” Reverend Nairns couldn’t help himself, but he was more lacklustre than he had been downstairs. His wine glass was already half empty. He muttered to himself as he took another sip. “The bishop never had to deal with any of this…”

“Don’t get your knickerbockers in a twist. I just meant I want to… at some point.”

Kiamling stretched out her shoulder and a sharp pain seared across her front. She winced audibly. Both Reverend Nairns and Archie stared at the claw marks on her chest. With everything that had happened, she had quite forgotten about the wound. “It’s fine,” she said. Then she felt the need to awkwardly explain further, not certain if it was to reassure them or herself. “I’ve been bitten before. It’ll be a few days until I fully turn, I just need to…”

Her hand moved to the pouch of glutinous rice on her belt. It was empty. She regretted being so liberal with it downstairs now. Six precious grains were all that remained. She pressed them against the wound anyway, smoke rising in thin strands as they soaked up some of the insidious poison. Better than nothing.

“Here,” Archie said. In his hand was something small and shiny. Kiamling took it, hoping it was some sort of holy-water incendiary device she could simply roll down the stairs. It was the silver bean she had seen him fidgeting with absent-mindedly, artfully rendered in a kidney-shaped curve with a small ring at the top to attach it to something. Once there had been some rather ornate patterns across its surface, although these were only visible now along the edges. It had been worn smooth at the centre, as though brushed constantly by a nervous hand.

“A bean?”

“It’s a lucky charm my mother gave me,” Archie said, eyes twitching to Reverend Nairns to see if he would be told off. The priest could not have cared less.

Archie might wear his cross openly around his neck, but the charm looked well loved. It was warm in Kiamling’s hand, the same as Archie’s body temperature, when her hands were accustomed to the cold of metal and the undead. She thanked him awkwardly, putting it into her empty rice pouch. Anything that cut them a break was welcomed. She simply had to ignore the implication of him giving her a precious keepsake.

The bell tower gave them an excellent vantage point, higher than all the surrounding buildings. It was just a shame that that meant no easy rooftop to cross to like in Canton. The geongsi were concentrated in the church at present. Good. It stopped them spreading into the wider community. But how long would their attention last? Could the three of them hunker down here until daybreak, leaving the rest of the island’s inhabitants to fend for themselves?

Kiamling’s hand curled into a fist. She wanted to survive, but not badly enough that she would let the other residents be fodder for the undead. There must be an alternative. Her hand punched out at the nearest thing, the thick bell rope in front of her. It swung a little, still tethered to the wall. Overhead, the bell quivered. Bats flew from the rafters with protesting squeaks. Five of them, darting around the space above. An auspicious sign. Bats were Chung Kwai’s favoured animal. Still, five bats were nowhere near enough to tackle the hordes of geongsi below. The bell, however…

“How do you make holy water?” she asked. The others looked at her, exhausted and confused by her sudden question. Archie retied the handkerchief on the end of the sconce. It was no longer clean and white, his initials hidden under dark smears.

“Water, a cross and a priest,” he said finally. They had two out of the three.

“Water…” Kiamling repeated, pacing. It had not rained in days. She rummaged through the crates. What were the chances they kept water up here? Slim to none. Could they use sweat? Spit? Urine? Or perhaps… She swiped the wine glass from Reverend Nairns.

“For goodness’ sake, woman, give me this moment’s reprieve before the Devil takes us!” he protested.

“Water, a cross and a priest,” Kiamling countered.

Archie’s eyes narrowed in understanding as he whistled under his breath. “Wine into water? Even if it does work, what will you do? There’s hardly enough to wet a babe’s head.”

Kiamling pointed up at the huge bell overhead. “I’m going to trick them into eating tofu.”

“Tofu? I recall this one… Is it a tall tale?” Archie tried.

“No! I mean yes, that’s how I explained it before, but the original story was that you want to trick a ghost into eating tofu instead of eating people. You know, befitting our current situation. Except no one believed the story, so it became an expression of disbelief.”

Archie and Reverend Nairns exchanged a shared glance that said they were dubious about her logic.

“Is it perhaps because tofu is bland?” the reverend suggested unhelpfully.

“How dare you say tofu is bland! It’s delicious!”

“You have to admit, Cantonese has a lot of sayings,” Archie interjected.

“Oh, and English doesn’t? Afternoonified? It has nothing to do with the afternoon!”

Reverend Nairns waded in. “I am inclined to agree. Young people today do like to invent such utter balderdash.” He said it with an entirely serious face, so much so that Archie and Kiamling set about laughing until their sides ached. It was not what the situation called for, but it took their minds off their predicament.

The plan would work. Or fail.

Either way, it would be spectacular.

[image: ]
It was not that difficult to climb the thick rope up to the bell at the very top. What was more difficult was ignoring the well-meaning but increasingly panicky encouragement from Archie below. It echoed up to her, the hand-wringing more and more apparent the further she climbed.

“Nearly there, just don’t look down!” he offered in a chipper tone.

“I know.”

“It’s very high up. Very high up indeed.”

“Thanks.”

“I feel a tad awkward not offering you assistance. As a gentleman and all.”

“This is assistance enough,” Kiamling said through gritted teeth. Despite Archie’s warning, she looked down. The long drop made her head spin. She clung to the rope, swearing at her own stupidity. Black spots encroached at the corner of her vision and noise rushed in her skull. The image of those moving black blotches wouldn’t leave her mind. Had it just been her imagination, or was something else down there?

She risked a second look. Archie and Reverend Nairns’ heads were both cricked upwards towards her position, not noticing the geongsi that hopped towards them from the staircase.

“Behind you!” she screamed in warning. Archie spun with his makeshift weapon, smashing in the head of the nearest undead. More came out from behind it.

Kiamling started to shimmy down the rope, but stopped herself, torn. She was closer to the top than the bottom now. She had to finish it. Hastily she pulled herself up the last few feet, the effort burning her arms now whereas before it had seemed like nothing. She slapped the torn pages of the Bible onto one side of the curved bell, pressing them next to each other to make a large rectangle. Then she took the bottle of wine from her belt and spat out the cork. Wine was mostly water anyway, right?

She had two vials of chicken blood left. She grabbed for one of them, but slick sweat made it slip through her fingers. She could only watch as it smashed far below her, the precious blood splattered. Calm down! Carefully she removed the second vial, shaking as she poured it into the blessed wine and shook the whole thing. With the flat of her hand drenched in red, she clumsily wrote the words of power across the makeshift talisman.

The words were not those used in everyday life, in Cantonese or any other language she knew. They were instinctive, learnt from years of writing fu. Familiar strokes made new. She had learnt from her grandmother, but the words she now used had developed into her own style. Like a musician embellishing a familiar tune, each time was different, each signature unique.

She stacked the characters, control towering over monster, container and shield sprinkled liberally. Three earths on top of an empty gate. A person to one side. A long trailing tail and ten because it looked like the crosses Archie and the Reverend had around their necks. If they believed in its power, then she should include it too.

Done. Fast as her arms and legs would allow her, she descended to the bottom of the rope. It was carnage below. The geongsi had trampled on the bodies of their brethren to make a ramp up the stairs. They were obstructed by the narrow doorway at least, Archie pushing them back with the end of the sconce. Reverend Nairns slid crates across the room, trying to make another barricade.

It was the geongsi’s only way in. It was their only way out. Waiting until daybreak was off the cards.

Kiamling drew her coin sword and used it to slice through the tether of the bell rope. She grabbed the loose end with one hand and ran across the room towards the staircase, yelling for Archie to get out of the way. He ducked just in time, as her legs kicked overhead and smashed into the head of a geongsi. The monster swiped at her, but the rope pulled her back, swinging to the opposite side.

Above them the bell started to ring. Erratic echoing sounds as she used the momentum to run up the side of the wall and then let herself swing through the room once more.

“Listen, you undead bastards. Line up!”

The bell rang overhead. Discordant and chaotic. Kiamling kept swinging, pushing herself from wall to wall. A rhythm cut through the noise, one-two, one-two, like the beating of her heart. It travelled down through the rope and in through her bones.

The geongsi below pivoted away from Archie and Reverend Nairns, rigid limbs propelling them into two long columns. By the eighteen levels of hell, it was working! Quickly, before she lost her nerve, she barked at them, “Back, back! Into the ground, into your graves. Stay there!”

The geongsi hopped towards the stairs, jumping in unison as though invisible forces had lifted them from the ground. Kiamling kept the bell ringing; had to until they had retreated down the stairs.

“Go,” she called to the others. “Get out while you still can.”

Reverend Nairns did not need to be told twice. He skittered after the receding geongsi. Archie lingered a moment longer, eyes flickering to the bell overhead.

“Can I help?”

“Help by getting out of here. You’re too much of a distraction.”

His cheeks turned pink, embarrassed at how forthright she was. “Okay. But later, Kiamling… You promised me something.”

It was the first time he had finally said her name right. It was her turn to blush, nearly fouling up the rhythm of the bell. She yanked on the bell rope.

“Later,” she promised, the word drowned out by the ringing in her ears.

Archie almost skipped out of the room. He was still full of energy, surprisingly given the night they’d had. Despite her tiredness, her own limbs were invigorated. Later.

She kept the bell pealing, pushing from wall to wall as she counted to a hundred, then two hundred. They must be safe by now, they must be out… Through the high windows of the bell tower, she could see the pre-dawn sky. Against all the odds, they had survived.

All at once, her body failed her, as if the exhaustion had finally caught up. Her arms turned soft and the rope slipped through her hands, burning her palms on the way down. She landed heavily on the ground, and a sharp pain ran up her left ankle. Her ears rang still, even though the bell had stopped.

She hobbled down the stairs, coin sword drawn as a precaution, but the church was empty. It looked like a hurricane had swept through, but there were no bodies, no undead lurking. Only a lone fu, still stuck to a pillar, gave any indication that something unnatural had happened here. She grabbed it as she passed.

In the cemetery, the shadows of headstones and trees were alike in their dark, foreboding silhouettes. She ventured carefully. The ground was churned up where the graves had been disturbed, but sticking to the gravel path had its own disadvantages. Each of her noisy steps signposting her exact location.

An idea struck her. The last fu. She could use it to open her third eye. The colours of ghosts and monsters would be easier to discern through auras. Pleased with herself, she folded a coin and a goji berry into the yellow talisman, tucking it under her tongue. It did not work at first. Her qi was entirely spent. Come on. She just needed a spoonful. Somehow she found it, squeezing a drop loose. It would cost her. A few years of her life, she supposed. There would be time to regret that later.

She looked down at her own hands, where the orange-red glow of life outlined her fingers. Gazing across the graveyard, all was still. Shimmers of white flickered in the ground, but they were subdued now, geongsi put back to rest. The whole area would have to be properly exorcised, but that could wait until morning.

A flash of red moved in the corner of her vision. Archie? No, it was simply one of the bats. As she turned the corner towards the north side of the church, an aberration flared. Blue and white light flickered from the massive figure. Not a geongsi, but the shadow beast. She recognised its shape by now, its smell. Struggling beneath it was the dimming red flame of a life.

She leapt forward without thought. Her ankle throbbed, but she ignored it, ignored everything. She was not afraid of the shadow beast any more. She yelled as her sword came down, a perfect thrust from above. The fu tumbled from her open mouth and her third eye snapped shut.

The sword snapped on impact. Broken coins and strings burst in every direction like a firework. Her hands held nothing but the peach-wood core of the weapon. You’ve been in worse pinches, she reassured herself, although none sprang to mind.

The shadow beast beneath her weapon, the creature that had dragged Por Por away and now pinned Reverend Nairns’ dying body to the ground, blinked up at her.

It was Archie.
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“Kiamling?” Archie said. His cheek bled from where one of the broken coins had cut him. Kiamling held the peach stick under his chin. Pushed it against his bobbing throat. The bells still rang in her ears, despite the silence between them.

“What have you done?” Anguish laced through her.

“What do you mean? Nothing, I’ve done nothing.” Too quick to protest, as if he had been telling himself the same half-truths. Hard to believe with his knee pressed upon the chest of a dead man. He fell backwards, scrambling away, hands stained with blood. Horrified, as if he only now realised Reverend Nairns was dead. “It wasn’t… I didn’t…”

“It was you. It was always you.” His disappearance at the Hungry Ghost Festival. At the opium den and the racecourse. She had thought him nervous, not used to a fight. Instead he had been the one starting it, the monstrous beast who had stalked her. Her breath came short and fast. There wasn’t enough air in her lungs. It burnt. The live coals too deep within her to extinguish the flames. They incinerated her from the inside out.

“It’s not what you think.”

“Then what is it? Explain to me in a way that an ignorant native could possibly understand.” Kiamling did not know if she was talking or shouting. She did not care. She slammed a fist onto her own chest. It hurt. Everything hurt, more than the twisted ankle or every broken rib she’d ever had.

“It’s for the greater good,” he said.

“Whose good?”

Before he could answer, his arm grew bulbous. He pressed down against it with his other hand, as if to resist the change. “Not now,” he hissed. A small white snake dangled by its fangs from his wrist. He tossed it into the grass. His legs grew then too. His face contorted into a snout, bones cracking as they shifted position. Sharp fangs protruded from his mouth and his eyes turned red as flame. Kiamling looked for a trace of humanity in him, for a mote of the Archie she knew. There was nothing.

More tiny snakes slithered through the grass to surround him. Where were they all coming from? But his hide was thicker now and their fangs could not penetrate. Nothing more than bothersome mosquitoes. He crushed them underfoot. The shadow beast roared, the furnace heat of his mouth inches from her face. Closer he stalked. Closer still. Nose pressed against her exposed neck. The touch was white-hot as a poker. Her skin burnt beneath it, her flesh singeing. The pain brought tears to her eyes. She would not let them fall. At least if he bit her head off, things would be less complicated.

Pink lined the horizon. Purple and pink in layers as the sun started to appear. Between the gravestones, more snakelets moved, rustling and hissing towards them. In the distance the whistles and barked orders of British officers. The church bells had been enough to wake the dead; they had certainly been enough to wake the living. The lychgate at the entrance to the cemetery looked eerily like a doorway. That was how the British dead had returned as geongsi.

Kiamling curled her left fist, feeling a length of red thread from the broken coin sword still wrapped around her fingers. She called to the scattered coins, lying in the cemetery around her. They trembled on the ground, resisting her. She was still out of qi. The teeth of the shadow beast scratched at her neck. His breath was warm against hers, and despite everything, the smell of Archie’s soap reached her nose.

It did not matter if she dug too deep. If burning out the qi meant shortening her life. At this moment she did not want it. The coins responded, pinging back up onto the thread in her hand. She snapped it forward like a whip, the coins lashing out against the beast’s flank. He flinched, teeth biting down in response. A line of blood dripped down her collar from where he had broken her skin.

Then he turned tail and ran.

Kiamling’s legs collapsed under her and she slumped to the ground. The spent coins and thread were ash in her hands. Around her, dozens of white snakelets curved through the cemetery ruins. Their forked tongues tasted the air as they surrounded her, coiling up and twisting through her fingers.

Hoi gor traipsed after them, one of the snakelets wrapped around his neck like a collar, the serpent’s diamond head upon his shoulder. Of course he had kept them. He would scold her. Call her reckless for rushing off with a half-baked plan. Point out every flaw and mistake she had made, as if she could ever be anything other than her own worst critic. Tell her his instincts were right and the Englishman was not to be trusted.

He said nothing. He searched her face for the answer she could not articulate, and doused the pain in a wordless embrace.







Chapter Forty-Eight
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The roof of the Pavilion of Spring Buds had been removed entirely. Merlin’s tree still dominated the centre of the space, but it had been pruned and coaxed into a softer form. People had starting throwing paper slips into the branches, anchored by red ribbon tied around an orange. A wishing tree had been born.

“So, that pasty gweilo, he’s the shadow beast?” Madam Yau said. She sipped her tea, as pointed as her painted eyebrows.

“Yes.” Kiamling resisted the urge to slip off her chair and curl into a ball on the ground.

“The Englishman?” Madam Yau persisted.

“Yes.”

“The one you’ve spent all your time with? The one you shared your information with?”

“The one she nearly—” Jingling added enthusiastically.

“Enough! I get it!”

“We’ve all made mistakes.” Hoi gor may have used magnanimous words, but delight played about his face all the same.

“But what I don’t understand,” Jingling added, picking at the bowl of red melon seeds, “is why he helped you. The information about salt and fae, you would have failed without it.”

Kiamling had her own theory about that, but she kept it to herself. Archie had wanted to be caught. No, that wasn’t it – he’d wanted to be saved. By talking about monsters and ghosts openly with him, she had showed him another way to live. Something different from what he had learnt in London. And despite his betrayal, she still wanted to save him.

She placed the wan yi on the table, the metal sphere Beggar So had given her in Canton. She had hoped for a way to rescue Por Por sooner. But after finding a tiger on Victoria Peak, and a shadow monster in the one Englishman she thought she could trust, perhaps it was time to wait. Plan.

“We have one advantage. They do not know that the veil between the worlds thins at the start of the new year.”

Jingling nodded along in understanding, but Hoi gor and Madam Yau looked perplexed. Kiamling snapped a thin branch from the tree. It flowered in blush-pink cherry blossoms on this side. Towards the door the leaves were fiery autumnal hues and at the top they were still buds. All the seasons in one place and time. She plucked all but three flowers from the narrow stick, then angled it, the shadows making delicate star shapes on the ground.

“The world of the living and the spirit world are separate most of the year. Communication, offerings are possible, but not much else. But at certain times of the year, they come together.” She tilted the branch, overlapping two of the shadows so it looked like they were one and the same.

“We did not know about the spirit world of the British. A third realm. When the veil thinned, it thinned for theirs too.” Her hand turned even further, and now all three flowers formed one silhouette. “When the spirits forced doorways into the living world, they were neither wholly Eastern nor Western any more. A fusion of both. At first I thought it was a coincidence, that the British had no idea what they had brought over; now I am inclined to think otherwise.”

A hole pierced the centre of the shadow, all three flowers skewered by a hairpin Kiamling had stabbed through them. Madam Yau touched her head in surprise, having not noticed the yiugwai hunter remove it from her elaborately pinned locks.

“The doors cannot remain open for this long. They will become more unstable. Spirits and monsters roaming and mutating unchecked. The turn of the year is our chance. I suspect the only chance to put this right.” The delicate petals shredded in her hands, falling to pieces on the ground.

Madam Yau leant forward to top up their teacups. She took her stolen hairpin back and tucked it in place. “I take it you’ve asked for help from the Canton yiugwai hunters?”

“Yes,” Jingling answered. “They refused to even meet with us.”

“They are vultures, waiting to see what happens and how they can profit from the fallout.” Hoi rubbed the visible burn marks on his arms.

“Then we are alone,” Kiamling said.

“Not alone,” her sister said.

“Never alone,” Madam Yau agreed. Her nine snowy tails fanned out behind her.

They were right. People did not grow in a void. Archie had come into her life, a sweetness she had craved like the treats Por Por had denied her. She had wanted his attention, his company so much that she barely noticed the sugar concealed a bitterness within. They said bitterness was an acquired taste that came with experience. He had spurred her on to better herself. Perhaps it had not been his intent, but the impact could not be denied. Just as Jingling, Hoi gor and Por Por, even Madam Yau, had each taught her a little about herself.

“What do you need?” Hoi asked. They looked to her, still trusting her despite all the errors she had made.

The new year followed the lunar cycle and was early this year, in only a couple of weeks. The cogs in Kiamling’s head started turning again. Slowly, like a plough struggling through the hard earth.

“Madam Yau, can the remaining lui gwei gather information? Be our eyes and ears?”

“Consider it done.”

“And any other yiugwai that would be… amenable. I would beg their assistance. We’ll need a distraction. A big one.”

The brothel owner hid a knowing smile behind her teacup. It took a lot for Kiamling to ask for help from yiugwai; to acknowledge they were not all monsters to be exorcised.

“Hoi gor, I need silver coins. As many as you can get hold of. Also glutinous rice and salt, mixed in equal quantities.”

“Remind me never to ask you to cook,” Hoi said. He made no comment about the coins, although Kiamling knew it would be no easy task to procure that much silver. A snakelet darted out of his sleeve, slithering onto the table to taste the air as it wound around his wrist and between his fingers.

“I thought you made them into snake soup?” Kiamling teased.

“You banished their mother; what was I supposed to do? The whole nest imprinted on me.” He did not sound that upset about it, as the snakelet coiled up in a knot in his cupped hand. The sentimental fool had clearly been feeding and training them in his spare time.

“And me? What can I do?” Jingling interrupted brightly.

“Mui mui, how would you like to speak to a dead priest?”

Jingling wrinkled her nose. “I’d rather go shopping for salt, but if I really have to…”
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Reverend Nairns wore his usual frown when Jingling summoned him from the afterlife. He looked around the brothel with growing alarm, patting down his pockets to search for a handkerchief he did not have.

“Here,” Kiamling said, and ignoring his outstretched hand, she threw the piece of fabric into the brazier. It burnt up from one corner, curling and blackening in the hungry flames. In the priest’s incorporeal hands the same cloth appeared, blooming from one corner into the full square. A small hole remained where the material had stubbornly refused to burn. The priest stared at it, prodding it as if to check it was real. Except it wasn’t real, of course. It was an offering; and he was a ghost.

“So, I’m dead.” He was rather matter-of-fact about it, all things considered. The newly deceased tended to be a bit more panicky and upset at the best of times. Perhaps clergymen were more used to death than most. Reverend Nairns seemed positively triumphant that his predictions had proven true.

“We need to talk about Archie,” Jingling said.

“I had my suspicions. He had the Devil’s mark on him from the day he was born. The son of a witch will never be good!”

Even though Kiamling had seen Archie transform into the shadow beast, the priest’s comments rubbed her up the wrong way. “All he does it talk about the Church and the government. He is more loyal to them than to his own mother!”

“That may be so, but no true believer dabbles in Satan’s work.”

Jingling tugged on Kiamling’s sleeve. Her sister was right, she could not let the conversation be distracted by the priest’s beliefs. A whole lifetime had not changed his opinion; it was not as if a short stint in the afterlife would make a difference. His prejudice was baked through.

“What did he confess to you? We need to know if he was working with others.”

“I take the confessions of penitents to the grave.” Nairns folded his arms across his chest.

Jingling walked through his ghost. The priest spluttered as his form dissipated in her wake, dispersed into four or five small clouds before re-forming. He retched into the handkerchief Kiamling had given him, except there was nothing to bring up. His stomach was empty.

“Reverend Nairns, you’re already dead. You are not breaking any vows by talking. In fact, you may save lives by sharing information.”

His mouth opened and closed like a fish flopping around at the docks, still under the misapprehension it was surrounded by water. A deep furrow set into his forehead, and then just as quickly smoothed itself out. He came to a decision.

“When he arrived in the colony, I thought him to be an upstanding young man. We had long discussions on theology and faith. About how much is in the knowing and how much you must trust to God.

“Then, a few months later, he confessed he was having some peculiar spells. Memory loss. He had woken up in a part of the island he did not recognise, with blood on his clothes and broken nails. He was worried he had done something, hurt someone. I beseeched him to see the physician, but he refused. Said it was all in their plan. The Thaumaturgy Society.

“I wrote to Bishop Smith, time and time again, but he always had an excuse for staying away. Only replied once, to say he had washed his hands of the matter and I should too, whatever that was supposed to mean. I even travelled to Macau to beg the Church in person, but they denied my request. And then, then the dead rose from my graveyard…” He stopped abruptly.

“What is the Thaumaturgy Society?” Kiamling had heard the name before. Archie had mentioned that the group had befriended him during his university years.

“I heard rumours back in London but never paid them any heed. That the hand of the Empire is steered by the Society’s members. Powerful people who dabble in the occult.” Reverend Nairns shuddered, then looked down at his transparent hands in sudden worry. “Wait, will my body turn into one of them? The undead?”

“You tell me. You didn’t die from geongsi bite; the shadow beast is from your folk stories, not mine.”

“The black dog is a harbinger of death, that’s as much as I know. I am a man of God, not of superstitious tommyrot.”

“Harbinger of death, excellent, not foreboding at all,” Kiamling muttered, mostly to herself. Jingling cleared her throat pointedly, her hands moving around the ritual rice basin. A ring of grey surrounded her movements.

“Can you guarantee I won’t turn into one of those things?” the priest reiterated, visibly panicking now.

“There are no guarantees,” Kiamling said, simply to see the expression on his face. She could offer to exorcise his body, anoint it with chicken’s blood and fu. The notion tickled her greatly, but she could see Jingling was flagging with the effort of keeping his ghost present. As delightful as it would have been to make him grovel, she had grown. She could be petty another time.

Jingling released Reverend Nairns’ ghost. She rubbed her hand self-consciously, concealing the fingers that had discoloured. “You must be hungry. I’m hungry. Soup?”

“Jing-Jing,” Kiamling said in warning. Her sister dropped the act, offering her hand. Colour had come back to the fingers quickly. That was a relief. Jingling’s qi reserves were deep. She needed to keep practising, summoning spirits from the other realm, but in shorter bursts than this until she built up the tolerance.

Kiamling rubbed her sister’s hand between her own.

“Now what?” Jingling asked. “Archie clearly wasn’t acting alone.”

“No, someone was pulling his strings. This Thaumaturgy Society.”

“You think Governor Bowring is behind it?”

“Perhaps… or maybe he’s just another puppet. Either way, even I’m not brazen enough to go after the governor.”

“Then what do we do?”

“First, we talk to our devoted friend.”







Lessons
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Archie threw his jacket and keys at the chesterfield and missed entirely, the offending items slipping in a crumpled heap to the floor. He flopped himself onto the bed, careful to keep his shoed feet dangling over the end. He was an Englishman, but he wasn’t a heathen. He should light the lamp. Any moment now, when he finally mustered up the energy, he would get back to work. It was lucky timing perhaps that several trade agreements needed translating and a number of the other interpreters had left for new positions in Canton and Shanghai. Lucky… or something else. It had never been luck, after all, whatever lies he told himself to sleep at night. Strings had been pulled, just as they had promised.

“Are you going to say hello, or just slit my throat in my sleep?” he said in Cantonese, turning his head to the shadow by the window. Kiamling tweaked the curtain. She sat on the window seat like it was hers, one knee bent with her chin pressed against it. That was always her way. Like a cat that had deemed him worthy of her time. Archie knew her interest could only ever be fleeting, yet he continued to seek it out.

“I haven’t decided yet,” she growled. Her voice was muffled by the scarf she wore around the bottom half of her face. Had she scaled the outside of the building like an assassin? Yes, he believed that was exactly what had happened. It was exactly the behaviour of the punch-first-ask-questions-later yiugwai hunter he had grown to know. She had been a sight at the races, in her torn skirts ripped to the knee, like some semi-feral goddess of war.

“Why are you smiling?” she said, suspicious. Her eyes darted around the room, seeking out traps she imagined he had laid for her. A smarter man would have done exactly that.

“No reason,” he said. He sat up, and she drew her blade almost instantaneously, the rasp of it an exhale in the darkness. Not her usual coin sword; that had broken when she tried to stab him. A straight sword instead, a kiam. Her namesake. “I just need to take my shoes off. That’s all.”

He took her silence for assent, loosening the laces. “I suppose you want answers?”

“I want names.” Her voice was hard, a wall of professionalism that did not become her.

“Ah, those are trickier to come by. They never told me.”

“You want me to believe you are taking orders from someone you don’t even know?” Archie focused on his knotted laces, but he could hear her voice moving towards him.

“There’s a lot I don’t know. Therein lies the problem.”

“Nothing you say makes any sense.”

“Kiss me.” He turned his head towards her, delighted to find her face so close.

“What?” Her voice rose a whole octave. She smelt as smoky as a bonfire, of joss sticks and black tea. God, he wanted to bury his nose in her clothes. The tip of her sword found the hollow of his neck, the cold metal bringing him back to the present. “What game are you playing?”

“You can’t.”

“You don’t know what I can or can’t… Don’t presume to…” she blustered. He could imagine her blushing furiously under the scarf and hating herself for exactly that.

“You can’t kiss me, Kiamling, because I bargained it away.”

She pulled down the scarf from her face, searching his eyes and finding no hint of a lie there. She was smart, he’d known that from the moment they met.

“Back at the opium den, you said the fae want a piece of happiness. A childhood memory, a place or person you loved, your first kiss… Those weren’t hypotheticals. Those were things you had already given them.”

“Yes.” It felt good to finally admit it. The burden of it bending his shoulders over the years. Even Reverend Nairns had refused to truly listen, believing his every partial confession to be blasphemous. “I don’t even remember them taking the first couple of childhood memories. So I gave them another. And another. Until all I have left is my mother’s disappointment. The angry conversations at the end.”

“For what? To be a civil servant in Hong Kong? That is your grand plan?”

Archie laughed, a hollow ringing sound. They’d promised him opportunities, that doors would be opened. All he had to do was keep his mouth shut. Play the part of obedient pawn, moved around the board without knowing the whole layout of the game. “Perhaps I bargained away my ambition also. I don’t remember. I have no memory of my time as a hell hound. Only the taste of iron in my mouth, and my body bruised and battered when my senses returned.”

“You don’t remember your first kiss?” She touched her fingers to her lips. Stepped in closer, drawn to him like a tide coming to shore. Standing in the narrow delta between his legs as he perched on the side of the bed. Suddenly his shoelaces no longer mattered. Her breath was hot on his face, her mouth parted just enough that he could imagine his lips there. Wanton, indecent thoughts that for once he did not try to repress. His arms longed to pull her in close, fold her against him.

“I sold it before I’d even had one. And the fae are tricksters with a sick sense of humour.”

“Every kiss is your first kiss.” Kiamling wrenched her eyes away from his lips, looking like she wanted to try the theory out. Lean into him and twist her fingers into his hair, press her mouth against his. But that was the real kicker: perhaps she already had. A first kiss with him was a kiss that might as well never have happened. They might have already kissed in her house or pressed up against the bookshelves at the Club. They might have kissed a dozen or a hundred times before, each one immediately erased in the foolhardy bargain he had made with the fae.

This was his curse.

Well, one facet of it.

Kiamling groaned, a noise that hungered low and angry as the tiger they had met in the Peak. “And I thought I made bad decisions.”

She stepped back, slowly, until there was distance between them once again. It did not stop his heart racing or his eyes tracing the outline of her face. He licked his cracked lips and tried to be rational. “Now what?”

Kiamling found the sole bottle of alcohol in his room. A bottle of brandy he had been given when he had agreed to take on the Hong Kong mission. More expensive than what he earned in two months. He had opened it, finally, the night of the Hungry Ghost Festival, when he had woken up with burn marks across his arms and a handful of someone else’s hair clutched in his fist. It was only then that he had begun to realise the repercussions of what he’d agreed to.

She sloshed a generous measure into a glass, keeping the bottle for herself.

“To a fruitful trade agreement,” she said, heavy on the sarcasm. Archie downed the brandy. He didn’t blame her for wanting to drown her sorrows. They were on the opposite sides of a proxy war neither wanted to fight. The alcohol hit his throat, but lingering after was a taste of salt, and something else.

Kiamling had her thumb over the mouth of the bottle as she pretended to drink from it, watching him the whole time.

“Why is there paper in my brandy?” he managed to say as his words slurred. The ceiling and floor changed positions.

“This?” she said innocently. She held the bottle closer for him to see. At the bottom of the brown liquor, a paper tiger had been folded from a fu talisman. Its four feet tied up with red string. “I’m playing the pig to catch the tiger.”

Clever girl. And with that, Archie once again blacked out.







Chapter Forty-Nine


[image: A hexagonal symbol featuring a yin-yang design at the center, surrounded by eight trigrams.]

Over the next week, they toiled late into the night to make preparations. The workers in the Pavilion of Spring Buds helped, sitting round the communal kitchen table filling folded paper parcels with spoonfuls of the salt and glutinous rice mix, like a family making dumplings for New Year. The room upstairs – the one sealed closed with fu, where Archie was held at the centre of a salt circle – burnt in the back of her head, but Kiamling resisted the urge to check on him. Madam Yau took on that task. The fewer people who knew they had abducted the Englishman the better. In his accommodation in the British quarter, one of the lui gwei coughed from within his room, declaring it a severe bout of dengue fever. That was enough to keep sympathetic colleagues away from his door.

New Year was a busy time for any yiugwai hunter. Shrines and door gods had to be renewed, blessings made and advice given to ensure the year ahead was prosperous. The Year of the Fire Dragon. Ambitious and intelligent, quick to anger and full of self-confidence. Apt.

Barrister Ng sent his valet over with a small chest of silver coins. Not just British, but Spanish and Dutch too. It mattered not; it was the metal that was important. The fae might fear iron, but it was silver that the British Empire craved. They worked late into the night. Despite it being winter on the island, it was never quite cool enough to counteract the blazing fire. Hoi used tongs to pull each coin from the flames, but Kiamling had to be the one to hammer the hole through the centre. Her arms ached by dawn, her neck and shoulders knotted up too. Only when she nearly hammered a nail through her own hand did Hoi force her to stop.

The unvoiced worry lined his face, but it was her burden, it always had been, even when they offered support.

“When did you last eat? Drink?”

“It’s not important.” She shrugged it off. He forced the cup of water into her hands. It tasted sweeter than it should, her parched body soaking it up like nectar. Hoi would lecture her now. Tell her of all the ways she had let them down. Por Por’s voice droned in the back of her skull.

“How many do you need?” No judgement, simply asking for the facts.

“A hundred and eighteen.” She did not have to explain why. Eight was lucky in numerology, a homophone for prosperity. If only it was that easy.

When she tried to get up, her limbs had gone on strike. Her legs just about creaked to standing, but her arms were more like grass jelly than muscle and bone.

“By your hand?”

“It must be.”

“And you cannot wait until tomorrow?”

“When have I ever been able to wait?”

“There’s a way.” Hoi placed the hammer firmly into her hands, but it threatened to pull her arm out of the socket altogether. He cupped his hand over the top of hers and guided her arm up, then took the heated silver from the fire and hammered the thick nail down into the centre. And the next coin. And the next. Still by her hand. Technically. Kiamling could have wept for the beauty of ambiguity, but instead she focused on the motion, trying to be one with both Hoi and the hammer.

Afterwards, she threaded the coins onto red string, twisting them around the old peach-wood core. The coin sword re-formed – rupees and pieces of eight, dimes and groats – silver coin by silver coin securely knotted. No half-measures or shortcuts this time. When she was done, the sword was a hand-length longer than it had been before. Heavier with the weight of all the silver, but with a better reach also. They needed all the help they could get. With the spare coins, she made a dagger for Jingling, and even a protective amulet for Hoi. He accepted it with none of the derision she had expected, tying it to his belt with a double knot.

Hoi was not the only one who handled her like an injured bird because of what had happened. Jingling did so also, offering to brush her hair and rub her shoulders in a way that was meant to be kind but Kiamling could not help but bristle against. She was fine. She had always been fine, and yes, there might have been some initial shock at finding out what Archie was, but she was still fine. There was no need for them to treat her like she would burst into tears at the slightest provocation.

At least Madam Yau’s disdainful attitude had not changed. She sat opposite Kiamling on the long bench, opium pipe between her slim fingers. The yiugwai hunter did her best to ignore her. The table was strewn with various bowls. The episode at St John’s had taught her that chicken’s blood alone would not be enough to stop the new monsters. She experimented, mixing it with holy water, with fountain-pen ink, with cold cream and a cologne that she had pilfered from Archie’s room. Was it the clash of ingredients or the intent behind it that made the combination potent? It was unclear, but there was something missing.

Madam Yau blew out a circle of smoke from her pipe. As small as a ring, it grew bigger and more unstable as it moved through the room. It hit Kiamling in the face, making her eyes run and eliciting a cough.

“Do you need to smoke that in here?” she said.

“Do you need to make such a mess of my house?” the wulei jing retaliated. She had conceded a great deal of her space and time to the sisters. Crossing her legs, she leant back on her elbows so she was draped across the bench. Her robes fell loosely, the expanse of her shoulder artfully exposed.

If the fox spirit was trying a seduction, she had targeted the wrong person. What had happened with Archie had only reinforced Kiamling’s belief that the heart was the weakest part of her body. If she could not strengthen it, then she would do her damned best to bury it instead.

She dipped her calligraphy brush into the latest concoction, but it was too thick to flow like ink. In frustration, she let the brush clatter and roll across the table. Redirected her rage elsewhere. “I just would have thought, knowing the effect opium can have…”

“I could say the same thing about money,” said Madam Yau. “People with more silver in their pockets than sense in their heads. They spend it wastefully, at the races and gambling dens. It corrupts, makes them slovenly. Some of them not even able to dress themselves in the morning any more. And yet we all still covet it. Still believe life would be better if we had more. That we would be the ones – the exception to the rule – who would hold onto our morals.” She blinked as her gaze found Kiamling’s. The red lining her eyes curved upwards like bird’s wings. She took another drag on the pipe.

“Money, power, opium, all of it corrupts so you might as well enjoy it. Is that your point?”

“No. My point is do not blame the customer, or even the product itself. Who produces it, controls it, feeds it to others, they should be the target of your anger.”

Kiamling had never cared about the politics of the day. The merchants wasted their time pontificating over the news as if they had the power to alter the outcome. “I am a yiugwai hunter, not Barrister Ng or Governor Bowring. What could I possibly do?”

“That’s exactly what they want you to think. You fight the blazes, putting them out one at a time. But in all of this, has it never occurred to you that it would be easier to find who started the fire? Cut off the head of the snake…”

“Who is they in all of this?”

“All of them.” Madam Yau’s claws scraped down the tabletop, leaving deep gouge marks. She inhaled once more from the opium pipe.

“Give me that.” Kiamling snatched the pipe from the wulei jing’s hands. She was about to extinguish it when an idea struck her. She dumped the burning opium resin into another bowl, mixing it with chicken’s blood. It was clumpy, but it felt like she was heading in the right direction now.

“You want laudanum.” Madam Yau yawned as she curled up on the bench. Laudanum. Kiamling had seen some in Archie’s room, an opioid cure-all used by the British for anything from cholera to crying infants. The irony was not wasted on her.

Jiangling skipped in. She was wearing a Western-style blouse with an embroidered collar and a long striped skirt, her braids pinned up into a bun. Kiamling could imagine her fitting in in any of the cities in Europe: London, Paris and the like. After this was over, she would take her sister there. She dared to dream it, dared to imagine a moment beyond the now.

Jingling dumped a pile of tattered books by Kiamling’s elbow. Old hymn books from the cathedral. Kiamling hoped they would be as effective as the Bible pages had been without incurring the wrath of the Western God in the process.

She had returned to quietly exorcise the geongsi in the graveyard, but she dared not show her face inside the cathedral again. The physician had proclaimed Reverend Nairns’ death a heart attack, but the missionaries were deeply upset at the damage to their beautiful building.

Jingling prodded Madam Yau until she made space on the bench opposite. She used the knife for peeling water chestnuts to point at the practice talisman scattered around. “You should write them in English. In a language they understand.”

“It would be so kind if you would stop?” Kiamling said in a false British accent.

“More like Ruffian avast!” Jingling said. She waved the blade around, a bit too exuberantly for Kiamling’s liking.

“Avast?”

“Yes, avast.”

“You’ve just made that word up.”

“No I didn’t. One of the merchants lent me a book about pirates.”

“I will verify with Hoi gor,” Kiamling said.

“Verify what?” As if he had been summoned, Hoi walked in, appraising the eclectic mess of the table. Before Jingling could stop him, he had pilfered one of her peeled water chestnuts, popping it into his mouth with an audible crunch. He sat next to Kiamling, one foot propped up on a stool.

She slapped his knee until he put his foot back on the floor. “Jing-Jing thinks I should write Ruffian avast on the fu.”

“Mui mui, you are an idiot,” Hoi proclaimed through noisy munching. “For starters, it would be Avast ruffian, and secondly, I doubt the undead have read many pirate penny-dreadful books. Most pirates speak pidgin anyhow.”

“Pidgin?” Kiamling asked curiously before Jingling could voice her indignation.

“When there is no one language in common, people end up using a mix – a bit of Cantonese, English, French, Spanish. Use it for long enough and it evolves into a new language in its own right. That’s what’s used on the ships, in the Americas too.”

The notion grabbed hold of her. Jingling had not been far off the mark with the suggestion to use English in the fu. Hoi gor’s comment made more sense. They were already using a pidgin approach to preparing for New Year, mixing components from different cultures. Her fu needed to adapt also.

“She’s got that look on her face,” Jingling warned.

“What look?”

“The one that says we are going to be even busier over the next few days.”

Kiamling glanced up. “Enough chit-chat. We have work to do.”
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Everything closed down the night before the new year. Even the street vendors and sedan-chair drivers packed up, looking forward to the long holiday. Many of the residents had returned to their home villages in the Canton province or beyond for reunion meals, leaving Hong Kong a bit of a ghost town.

Kiamling and Jingling squatted down to light joss sticks for their parents and grandfather. They burnt hell notes outside, listening to the popping of firecrackers from other streets to ward away evil spirits. Hoi came out with his own ancestral offerings. He placed the folded paper ingots one by one into the flames, followed by paper clothing for the afterlife.

His hair was loose, recently washed. Everywhere had to be thoroughly cleaned before the new year. Not simply for tradition, but to chase away the bad luck from the year before and welcome in a more positive energy. Chung Kwai knew Kiamling could benefit from some of that.

“You look like a drowned rat.” Kiamling smirked. More firecrackers popped, closer this time, in a rattling tail. The noise warded off the nin sau, the hungry beast that came out during the turn of the year to feed on people and livestock.

“What happened to only auspicious comments for the new year?” Hoi threw the last of the paper ingots into the fire. Sparks rose, lighting the contours of his face.

“It doesn’t start for another six hours.”

“Can we have a reunion meal without you taking chunks out of each other?” Jingling interjected. “For me, please?”

“For you, mui mui, anything.” Hoi gave her a fist-palm salute. Jingling stuck out her tongue, but then stood up behind him to rebraid his queue.

Kiamling watched in silence, resisting the urge to critique her sister’s plaiting skills. It wasn’t as if she was any better; she was just annoyed, although she could not say exactly why. A snake slid out of Hoi’s sleeve and twisted round his fingers. The urge to exorcise it immediately – fling down a dart and skewer its diamond head – passed quicker than previously. See, she was learning.

There was one last session of the Legislative Council this evening before they also closed for the holiday. Magnanimously, they had given Barrister Ng the floor to talk about Hong Kong’s cultural heritage and his petition for funds to open a hospital. He had agreed, after very little cajoling from Kiamling, to keep the assembly occupied for as long as he could. He had, he said with dry humour, extensive first-hand experience of windbags.

Inside the Pavilion of Spring Buds, Madam Yau had gathered all the waifs and strays. There were seats aplenty for the living, and more than double the quantity for the dead. The lui gwei, of course, the blood-splattered female ghosts no longer as terrifying as they had once been. Kiamling found their wordless noises somewhat comforting now, like the rattle of wind chimes. There were also fellow fox spirits, white snakes and tree spirits. The hungry ghosts without means, who were more pitiful than malevolent, even if their needle and torch mouths were still terrifying to look at.

They gathered round a table heavily laden with glutinous rice cakes, tangerines and noodles. A huge steamed fish sat at the centre of the array, garnished in spring onions and ginger. Like a fish, each year had a head and a tail end. Hopefully that end was in another year’s time, not in a few hours, when Kiamling failed to close the portal and mutated monsters from the otherworld came streaming through.

“Ah Kiam.” Jingling had put a generous portion of fish into her sister’s bowl. She leant in so that her words did not carry beyond the two of them. The chatter of the courtesans was enough to drown her out. “Remember, it’s not on your shoulders alone, no matter if Por Por made you feel that way.”

“And,” Hoi added, somehow picking up Jingling’s words in the din, “if you are worried, remember my face is going to be next to your butt.”

“Reassuring,” Kiamling said drily. “When you inevitably piss me off, I can just—”

Hooves clattered in the distance, getting closer and closer. Echoing as if through a tunnel. An unnatural sound. Kiamling yanked open the shutters to see a horse gallop past them. The man mounted atop it was wearing a heavy European overcoat and entirely missing his head. A haunting scream trailed after him as the streets fogged over.

“Looks like we aren’t waiting until midnight.”

“Can we at least finish the meal?” Madam Yau complained. “I’ve been cooking all afternoon.”

A wrinkled green face peered in at the bottom of the window and bared a mouthful of sharp yellow teeth. A creature the height of a pig with oversized pointed ears and bloodshot eyes. It cackled at them, then lunged to bite Kiamling’s hand. She slammed the shutter closed just in time. A heavy thud sounded and the creature let out an outraged harrumph.

The wulei jing stood up and swept crumbs from her long skirts. “I guess not, then.”

Kiamling was disconcerted to find all eyes on her. This must be how Por Por had felt. A sense that she was not prepared enough, alongside the absolute knowledge that it was the best they had.

“Tonight we must work together, humans and yiugwai alike, to save this island. Perhaps even the world. There will be no accolades, no statues or streets named after us, I’m afraid. But our families, our friends, our descendants will thrive because of our actions here.” Jingling nodded along with each word, giving Kiamling the encouragement she always had.

“You might want to explain the plan?” Hoi gor popped the momentary glow with his interjection.

“Yes, I was getting to that,” Kiamling lied. “Madam Yau will lead the yiugwai in a grand parade to draw the locals away from the areas of danger. Meanwhile a small team will go to the new police station. You all know Carpenter Leung? He built many of our homes, even Man Mo temple. He is trapped in there, turning into a monster within the walls. This is our chance. We will free him, rescue Por Por and close the gateway. Permanently.”

There. Easy, right? At least easy to make the promises, leaving gaps between her words; the specifics of the rescue mission that were vague notions rather than concrete steps.

As the others shovelled down their food and gathered equipment, Kiamling finally mounted the repaired stairs to the upper floor of the brothel. The room had been calling to her for weeks, even though she resisted.

The furniture of the lavish bedroom had been removed entirely. Gone was the canopied bed and heavy wooden chest, the drapes and candles, leaving only the sun-bleached imprints of what had once been on the striped wooden floorboards.

In the centre of the room, Archie lay curled up in a ball. Around him was a circle of salt and rice, a handspan wide. And in lieu of watercolour paintings and calligraphy, dozens of fu talisman on every door, wall and window. The room pulsed as Kiamling closed the door behind her, the seal completing the second protective layer.

The Englishman jerked away, glaring at her warily from beneath lank hair. He rose onto all fours and snarled. His pupils liquid red, not a hint of white left in them.

“Archie?” Kiamling said.

He blinked rapidly, shaking the fugue from his head, then stood up, a beanpole of a civil servant once more. One of his eyes had turned back to the familiar blue, but the other remained red.

“Kiamling.” He reached out to grasp her hand, and without thinking, she stepped forward. It was only when her foot crunched into the thick strip of salt and rice that she regained her senses. She moved back. The inner edge of the circle had blackened, the flooring too, as if smoke-damaged. So far, though, it had held.

“You can’t keep me here for ever.” His voice was surprisingly calm.

“No. Just a few more nights. First we need to lock the door between the worlds. Then I will save you. I’ll renegotiate with the fae; I’ll beat them about the head with an iron club if I have to. We’ll get your memories back, Archie.”

“Why? Why do that for me?”

“You know why,” Kiamling said, turning away. His hand stretched out, a finger really, to bring her back to him. He could not reach her, stopped by the barrier. Nevertheless, she turned towards him, warming her face in his light. She imagined his hand against her cheek. “I want to know you. All the pieces you have lost.”

“Even the ones I am ashamed of?”

“All of them. Your strengths, your flaws, your mother, your London, your inability to say I’m hungry in Cantonese. All of it.”

“I’m hungry.” His Cantonese was flawless. The hunger apparent in every aspect of his face. His eyes held hers like a noose, and she willingly tightened it around her neck.

“Then wait for me, Archibald Redferne. Just wait.” Their hands hovered, palms flat towards each other. A few inches lay between them, but in that moment it could have been the ten-thousand-li wall.
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She left without a backwards glance, slamming the door so hard that a couple of the fu fluttered onto the floor. Alone, Archie looked down at the words that kept him prisoner. Stop above wall, monster with man to one side.

Wait for me, she had said. But the beast would not wait. Beneath his skin, Archie felt it clawing to be let out.

Son of a witch.

Insipid commoner.

Blasphemer.

Gweilo.

Yiugwai.

Monster.

The litany of labels rolled through his head like a waterwheel, turning faster as it gained momentum. The veneer of polite indifference could not contain the rage. It burnt at his skin, all down his back. He roared, slamming his shoulder against the unseen barricade. The pain was a delicious focal point, a reminder that he was still human after all.

Salt and rice scattered outwards, the barrier loosening as it spread.

Again.
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The noise was enough to wake the whole island. Clashing cymbals and rolling drums led the way, as the nasal tones of the gourd flute wafted between the rhythmic beats. A long tail of firecrackers sparked and snapped on the ground, hissing and spitting at those who got too close. Red lanterns, squat as ripe persimmons, bobbed along as if held aloft on bamboo poles: except there were no poles, only ghosts.

The New Year parade was always loud and bright. The louder the noise, the easier it was to scare the man-eating nin sau. The brighter the vivid red decorations and clothing, the more the monster would shy away from their festivities. Fables they had heard since childhood. Except this year, they were scaring more than one yiugwai away.

Kiamling knew not how much of the parade was made of actual yiugwai or the illusions of Madam Yau’s superior shapeshifting skills. All that mattered was that it drew the attention of everyone on the island. As they moved along Hollywood Street, so did the crowd of spectators. The British officers and policemen left their stations to stare at the spectacle. The Chinese residents, sailors and European merchants peeled away from the harbour, where the violence was likely to spill. They gawked and pointed, fearful and excited in the same breath.

At the head of the parade, Ox-Head and Horse-Face – the two guardians of the underworld – marched in their full ceremonial uniforms, setting a slow, even pace. Behind them, ten spider demons as big as horses, webs trailing from their abdomens like fine veils. Their mandibles clacked together, adding to the drumbeat. Twenty-four gau ying followed, serpents with a cluster of nine heads atop one neck. Their forked black tongues tasted the air as they slithered. At the centre of the procession, a huge dragon puppet oscillated up and down, painted papier-mâché eyes swivelling left and right, held aloft not by human hands, but by emaciated lui gwei, their bloody tattered sleeves slipping down to their elbows. A mix of ghosts and living people walked behind the dragon, waving bright feather fans and staffs bedecked with red lanterns that jingled and swirled as they leapt and danced. And bringing up the rear was a huge skeleton, a bat gwat jing, as tall as the two-storey buildings, green spheres burning in its eye sockets.

The yiugwai hunter broke away from the main procession with a few of the other performers in their own disguises, heading towards the far side of the police station.

“Halt, who goes there?” a commanding voice said in English.

“Gong hei fat choi, sun tai geen hong!” Jingling said merrily, her voice somewhat muffled by the huge round mask on her head. A vivid pink face with a blue scalp and comical features rocked side to side. “Lion dancers here to bless the station, ah seh!”

“Bless the station?” the Indian officer asked hesitantly. “I thought that was in the morning?”

“Earlier the better, right? Keep the bad luck away.”

To emphasise her point, Kiamling fluttered the eyelids on the lion’s head and opened its mouth like an eager puppy. Behind her, Hoi lifted one leg and simulated a scratch to the ear. Keilin beat her drum for good effect.

The ornate wire and cloth head was wide enough to fit over Kiamling’s own, but she could only see out when she flapped the mouth open. She couldn’t complain, though. Hoi had drawn the short straw as the hind legs of the lion, bent over and with only a view of her backside or the ground underneath them.

“Are you any good?” The other officer was dubious.

“Only the best, ah seh, best in the island!” Jingling’s reassurance was a tad too confident for what they needed. The officer made a non-committal noise, folding his arms across his chest. He wanted a demonstration. Kiamling swore to herself. She and Hoi had practised enough to be able to move in synchronicity, but they were nowhere near the level of the professional martial arts schools who usually performed the lion dance.

Keilin simulated thunder on the drums as Jingling brought the cymbals together. Okay, they were doing this then.

Kiamling made the lion’s head point into the air as Hoi shook the fringed body of the beast behind her. There was no time for discussion. She risked a look back under the silk and bamboo frame. He was bent over to simulate the back of the beast, his hands lightly holding onto her waist. He nodded in confirmation.

They moved together, left leg and right, centre of gravity low as she made the head sniff the ground. The tasselled costume shook like fur as they prowled the street, padding closer to the officers. The lion moved towards the stairs, apprehensively raising one leg and then retreating. It tried again, one foot forward, then another, becoming more confident, until it was leaping up two steps at a time, its head raised high in triumph. Up and down. Strutting now. It rolled like an exuberant dog, nostrils flared and mouth panting open.

The officers laughed and clapped. “All right, all right, we believe you.”

“Hou la, ah seh. No worries, none at all. We just need the choi.” Jingling gave them a fist-palm salute.

“Choi?”

“The greens. And the red envelope, of course.”

“No one mentioned payment.”

“Oh, we can leave the station unblessed if you’d prefer… I’m sure no great misfortune is coming your way.”

“Wait,” the first officer said hastily. “We’ll find something.”

“We will?” said the more suspicious one.

“Do you really want to risk it?”

“But it’s superstitious hocus-pocus.”

“I’m not taking the chance. Do you remember when Evans’ rifle backfired the other week? No, I want all the luck I can get. I’m sure the others will agree.”

“Okay, okay. Just give us a tick.” The two of them went back inside, having a heated discussion.

“Did you get it?” Kiamling asked as she removed the lion’s head. Her hair was plastered to her forehead and she took a moment to mop her brow. In response, Jingling dangled the key she had pilfered from the officers. “Good work. Hoi, you can let go now.”

They quickly removed the lion costume, passing it over to Jingling and Keilin. “Keep them distracted, nothing more!”

Kiamling took the lead, stealthily crossing the quiet reception area and pressing her back against the wall as she made her way towards the basement stairs. The key clicked quietly in the lock. The narrow metal bars were cold against her hand, already in place even though the gaol was not yet functional.

“Who are they keeping in?” Hoi asked, breath warm on the back of her neck.

“Or who are they keeping out?” Kiamling answered.

They both fell quiet as they rounded the corridor. A heavy rasping sound reached their ears, one long scrape like geongsi claws against the flagstones. Kiamling imagined legions of them crawling out of some tunnel to hell the British had unearthed.

“Five li,” a disgruntled voice grumped in Cantonese. “Have to do everything myself.” A squat little creature, as tall as Kiamling’s hip, stood in the middle of a semi-constructed gaol cell. Its head was wider than it was long, with ears that pointed upwards like those of a bat. Its skin was wrinkled like the folds on a puppy, but with a yellow tone to it like it had been deprived of sunlight.

Leung gor’s tools were scattered around the cell. He had been captured, or – Kiamling’s eyes flitted to the monster’s stomach – eaten. The creature picked over them, bringing each item up to its face and then tossing it back to the ground with a great clatter. Kiamling nodded at Hoi. They would attack from opposite sides, snaring the beast between them just as planned. Using her qi, she put speed into her feet to run round the edge of the room. A blur, she should hardly have been noticeable against the racket the creature made.

Its saucer eyes turned immediately to her position, nose sniffing the air. “You’ve brought food?”

Kiamling’s hand was halfway to her coin sword when the words sank in. “Food?” Behind the creature, Hoi crept closer, his silver dagger gripped in one hand.

“Famished I am. Missing my tai tai’s dinners.” The casual tone of the monster’s Cantonese was at odds with its appearance.

“It’s Leung gor!” Her words stalled Hoi’s downward strike.

The creature turned, baring sharp teeth as it twisted the blade out of Hoi’s hand. “What is the meaning of this?”

“Leung gor, have you… have you looked in a mirror?”

“I didn’t expect the day Au Kiamling advised me to look in a mirror.” The creature was perplexed. Its ears moved independently, catching every little sound.

Kiamling rummaged, thanking Jingling silently that there was indeed a plain mantau in her pack. She held it out, the creature scurrying forward despite its former wariness and wolfing down the steamed bun in two huge bites. That was when she grabbed it by the collar of its rough-hewn clothes and thrust a batgua mirror before its face.

The small circular surface could not show every feature, but Leung saw enough. He moved his head from side to side to identify it was not some sort of trick.

“We visited your house. Your wife hasn’t seen you in weeks.”

“Aiyah, stop exaggerating. It’s only been… a few days.” He seemed less sure now, a film clearing from his eyes as he thought about it. He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, there’s so much to be done. She won’t complain when the money comes in.”

“What money?” Hoi scowled. “She had to move in with her sister.”

“This is all just a distraction. I have so many projects to finish. So many contracts. I just need to show the British. Be better, faster…”

“Cheaper. More compliant. Less likely to complain,” Hoi finished. “Keep your head down and you’ll be rewarded, right? I thought the same when I went to make my fortune in the gold mines. We all did.”

“The stories about California say the rivers run with gold,” Kiamling interjected.

“Ah Kiam, you know better than to believe the stories.”

Leung pushed the batgua mirror from his face, rubbing his stomach as if the mantau had barely touched the sides. He resumed his work, ignoring them entirely.

“You should’ve let me stab him,” Hoi hissed.

“It’s Foreman Leung.” Kiamling was determined not to let Leung’s appearance alter how she treated him. The plan had been to save him and Por Por and then close the doorway. This changed nothing.

Should she pour salt around him as she had done Archie? Slap a fu on his head? It was hard to think straight with the infernal hammering and sawing. Her impulse was to grab the hammer from his hand and throw it out the damned window, but she forced herself to look. What job was so important that he had turned into a – what was it Archie had said? – a hobgoblin to finish it?

“What are you making?”

He had constructed a row of cells against the back wall, brick-walled with heavy wooden doors. But now he was building something else entirely. A pillory. A large hole for the head, and two smaller ones on either side for hands.

“Whatever they ask me to make.”

“And what did they ask for?”

“A noose.”

Kiamling understood now why he had shoved the mirror out of the way. It was not that he couldn’t see the transformation; it was that he did not want to.

“Leung gor, stop. This isn’t right.”

The hobgoblin faltered a moment, then resumed his hammering. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t ask questions, I just get paid.”

“It won’t bring your son back…”

The hammer fell clattering to the ground. Leung’s hands curled into fists, a tremor running up his shoulders.

“Please, Leung gor, we need your help. There’s a rift here. Help us to find Por Por, close the doorway before it’s too late.”

The carpenter contemplated her request, and then turned round, blowing downwards. Under a layer of billowing dust, a huge circle had been drawn in thick white paint. Precise lines ran across it. A star within a circle with unfamiliar symbols curving around the circumference. She knew a spell when she saw one.

The symbol under Leung’s feet glowed, the light as bright as staring into the midday sun. A low-level hum thrummed through the stones. The tools on the floor trembled, moving outwards in jittering increments towards the walls. Kiamling felt her own steps slide backwards, pushed from the centre. Beneath the painted symbol, the stone floor cracked along tiny seams, branching out until a mosaic of pebbles was all that remained. Under the pebbles, the floor glowed with blue light.

A gateway. It was reminiscent of the fairy ring, but there was nothing hidden about this one. Kiamling tossed the spool of red thread to Hoi gor – no time to check he had caught the end – as she ran forward, holding a fu between two outstretched fingers. It would work. She was strong enough to break through the barrier, as she had done at the opium den. It had to work.
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It was eerily quiet here. Leung was nowhere to be seen, nor could Kiamling see the pebble barrier she had crossed through. Only the red thread fastened to her belt loop, trailing into darkness. She resisted the urge to tug at it, afraid that if she pulled too hard, she would find the end.

It was all an illusion to keep her disorientated. She needed to remember that. Focus.

Her feet crunched on something. She lit a fu and held it up as a torch. Hell notes and joss papers carpeted the floor. Someone brushed past her and she leapt back, swinging her makeshift light. A faceless figure in funeral blue, walking forward steadily, ignoring her entirely. Their face had been smoothed over, a clean surface as if their features had been obliterated. She was here again. In that space between the living and the dead. It was no longer a surprise, yet it disturbed her all the same.

She sidestepped into another faceless figure. Another was behind that one. Row upon row of them, moving at a slow, steady pace. Making the journey from this world towards the next. Was she too late after all? It had taken her so long to acknowledge her own stubborn folly. Had Por Por moved across to the eighteen hells, or perhaps sideways into the Christian one? She doubted either would prove a pleasant experience.

Hairs prickled down her neck, but this time she did not run. She was not leaving without Por Por. She weaved between the plodding figures, pushing them out of the way. They did not react. The press of their cold bodies claustrophobic around her. The fu went out. Hastily she lit another, the yellow flame flaring into a flat blur of a face. For one horrified moment she felt at her own features, relieved to touch her flat nose and stubborn chin. They were still present.

She forced herself to think. There was no point in shoving her way through them. She did not know what she was looking for. She might as well close her eyes and choose at random.

That was it.

They might look the same, but she knew her grandmother by more than sight. The woman who had raised her, who smelt like mothballs and joss sticks and that hint of opium smoke Kiamling had never discerned before. The calluses on her hands every time she pushed her granddaughter out of the way, too slow and too slovenly for her standards. The uneven gait of her walk, left leg dragging from an old injury.

Screwing her eyes shut, Kiamling put her qi not into strength or speed but into her sense of smell and sound. The meditative state she was often too impatient to achieve. Taking her time. Listening.

There. Like her third eye had been opened, she could pinpoint Por Por in the crowd. She stepped through the bodies, the labyrinth of movement no longer confusing, her hands reaching out to land on the shoulders of one of the faceless figures before she dared to look.

“Por Por?” She was less certain now she had opened her eyes. There was nothing to differentiate this figure from all the others. Her hands moved over the featureless face, feeling for the sun-spotted cheeks; the perpetual frown upon pursed lips; the eyes narrowed in appraisal. She remembered them all, as much as she wanted to pretend they’d had no influence. Por Por’s voice had never ceased in her head. The lessons she’d reluctantly absorbed or rallied against in equal measures. Either way, they had moulded her.

The smooth surface under her fingers slipped. Kiamling dug her thumbs in harder. It peeled like the tough skin of a pomelo, chunks of it coming away in her hands. She ripped and tore until flesh was visible under the clay. Por Por’s flesh.

The old woman’s eyes were closed, sticky with viscous membranes. Kiamling was more cautious now, tearing carefully. Eyes flickered open. Sharp, critical eyes.

“Por Por?”

“Aiyah, took you long enough,” the old woman said. Then she toppled forwards into Kiamling’s arms.

Kiamling tugged sharply twice on the red thread. A moment passed and the string went taut, pulling her back through the barrier.

She blinked as light and sound from the other side of the rift hit her. Hoi was on his knees, the pillory snapped around his neck, the weight of it dragging him down. His hands still held the other end of the red string, refusing to let go. It took her a moment to understand. Why was Leung gor just standing there, not doing anything to release him?

Because – her own brain belatedly provided the answer – he was the one who had fastened it. He had betrayed them.

She threw a handful of rice and salt at the carpenter. It sizzled as it hit his face. He lugged Hoi, struggling and kicking, across the room. Kiamling dropped Por Por to the ground carefully and drew her silver coin sword. They circled each other at a wary distance. Leung was surprisingly fast in his monstrous form, a tight spring that bounced out of reach with a wicked grin, yanking Hoi with him so that Kiamling’s every sword thrust was directed toward her friend. Hoi’s face had gone a shade of purple that did not look healthy. His hands gripped the wooden beam, but his movements were sluggish.

Kiamling used qi to speed up her moves, but her strikes were tentative. Hoi was an effective meat shield even circling round. They were at an impasse, but Kiamling did not have time on her side. Jingling and Keilin could only hold the police officers’ attention for so long. She had to make a move.

“Trust me,” she mouthed. Hoi’s eyes widened, but he nodded. With her full force behind her, Kiamling lunged forward. Leung once again shoved Hoi in the way, but this time she did not hold back. The sword found the head hole of the pillory, narrowly missing Hoi’s neck and finding its target deep in Leung’s shoulder. Skewering him in place, she used a burst of qi for strength and pulled the sword upwards. The silver coins held, slicing through the top of the wooden beam in a shatter of splinters. Hoi gasped as the broken pillory fell to the ground. The skin around his neck was red raw.

“Hoi, now!” she yelled, pulling the makeshift fu from around her waist. It was one of Madam Yau’s silk sheets, torn into a strip with the words of closure written down it in a vertical line. The church bell had given her the idea. Bigger was better.

Hoi caught the end she had tossed him, and together they laid the fu flat over the painted symbol on the floor. The white lines glowed blue and pulsed. Kiamling held fast to her end, the cloth writhing as if it was alive. And then it stopped. The painted lines no more than chalk dust, the doorway sealed.

Triumphant, she stood back up to face the hobgoblin Leung. “It’s over. You do not need to be anchored to their buildings any more. Come with us, before the change becomes irreversible.”

“Over? It’s not over. It’s only the start.” Leung hardly seemed bothered that they had sealed the rift. He kicked the material to one side. The words of power had disappeared, spent.

“But we rescued her, we closed the rift…” Everything had gone to plan for once. She had thought it through, worked in a team. Even Por Por would have nothing to criticise.

“The problem is, you think too small. The British don’t let something as trivial as borders stop them.”

Fool. Of course the rift was not somewhere as accessible, as insignificant as the police station. Hoi gor had been right when he’d asked who they were keeping in. The cells. The whole thing had been a trap to capture them.

Her.

Kiamling had assumed they had not paid any attention to her once Por Por had been abducted. A mosquito in the ointment, nothing more. But of course they had been. Archie had probably been keeping tabs on her the whole time.

“It isn’t too late. Think of your wife, your kids.” She let her sword tip drop towards the ground and held out her other hand to Leung gor.

“I am thinking of them,” the foreman responded. He picked up the broken pillory, an arm around it as if hugging the family he had not seen in weeks. “There is no better way to ensure their future than through wealth.”

Sacrifices had to be made. It was the story they told in Canton, as the harvest failed and the Taiping rebels ransacked villages. A dream that was sold to those at the bottom time and time again, distracting from the real problems at hand. Make a choice: fight against those who knew only how to take from others – be they emperor or European or rebel – or embrace them. Choose the prosperous side, even if it meant trampling on others to get there.

Feet marched down the stairs before Kiamling could decide if it was worth arguing or if she should simply lunge at Leung with her sword. Green-uniformed police officers ran into the room, forming a perfect line as they raised their rifles in her direction. Superintendent Lancaster strolled in behind, rubbing his moustache thoughtfully. She regretted not letting that geongsi drink his life essence all those months ago.

His eyebrow twitched, but he said nothing about the foreman’s rather unusual appearance. “I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. Witchcraft and voodoo! Mr Leung, you have been of service to the British Empire. You will be well rewarded.”

Two of the officers grabbed Kiamling roughly, the cold bite of handcuffs weighing heavy on her wrists. Por Por was yanked to her feet, legs that had not been used in the world of the living for months collapsing under her.

“You won’t be able to control them, not like you control Archie!” Kiamling protested, trying to buy time. Any moment now, Por Por would drop the act, snap into action and defeat all of them. Any moment… But she looked unlikely to do anything of the sort. She had aged more than a decade. Her hair was white as flour, her skin almost translucent. All her features sagging downwards. She was an old woman – she always had been; Kiamling had simply failed to notice it before.

“Control?” Lancaster laughed as if the notion had never crossed his mind. “Who cares about control? We just want war.”

“Open the veil and you doom us all.”

“Oh, we’ve dealt with worse. Famine and massacres are par for the course. If needed, we’ll just pop back home and wait for it all to blow over.”

“All of this just for a cup of tea?”

“My dear, you do not truly understand how irate an Englishman gets when he is parched.”

“Sir, the governor has arrived,” another officer said from the stairs.

“Right. You’ll excuse me. Your stay is going to be rather uncomfortable, I’m afraid, prolonged as well. Still, I suspect you’ll enjoy it more than the public execution at the end. Nothing like a few martyrs to get a war started.” Then, to the uniformed officers, with fewer feigned niceties, “Well, what are you waiting for. Tidy up the loose ends at once!”

His heavy steps thudded up the stairs, and they could hear the conversation overhead quite clearly.

“Lancaster, what is the meaning of this? Your man was jabbering on about traitors from Canton.”

“Correct, Governor. A small group of Chinese saboteurs, with links to Viceroy Ye Mingchen in Canton. We caught them in the act of trying to damage government buildings. They murdered Leung, the foreman who has been of such marvellous help in rooting out bad eggs from among the locals.”

The hobgoblin’s ears turned slowly on hearing his name. His globular eyes narrowed sharply. “Wait, what?” Before he could continue, one of the officers slit his throat open with a silver blade. Leung clutched at his neck, blood pouring between his fingers and onto the ground. He made a series of gargling noises, not loud enough to penetrate the conversation that continued oblivious overhead.

“No doubt paid by the Celestial Emperor in Peking,” Lancaster went on.

“Well I never. Parkes will be pleased. Ye has been a thorn in his side,” Bowring said contemplatively.

“We have also linked them to mass sickness at Happy Valley racetrack. Poison, sir. And the destruction of recent opium shipments.”

“How convenient that these incidents are all connected, and tied to the same group.” There was resignation in Bowring’s words, dulling his voice. “Well, we have an excuse for war after all.”

“Indeed, sir.”

“Tell me, Lancaster, will you remain on the island for long?”

“Actually, sir, I was planning to return to London soon.”

“I thought as much. It would be unusual for someone as hard-working as yourself, who has risen through the ranks so rapidly, to stay in a backwater colony for longer than necessary. I suspect your aspirations lie elsewhere.”

“Kind of you to say, sir.” Lancaster did not respond to the aspersion.

“Well, if that’s all, I need to get back. Maria does not like to be kept waiting.”

“We’ll deal with it, sir. No need to worry about a thing.”

“I’m certain you will.” Governor Bowring’s footsteps receded.

Kiamling contemplated calling out for help. She had suspected the wrong man; the governor was innocent in this matter. No, innocent was not the right word. Ignorant, perhaps. What exactly would he do if she appealed to him? Told him they had been framed, that Archie had been used to start a war. He would not care. That was why they had used Archie, a naïve nobody, rather than this Lancaster fellow. He was unimportant, mere collateral.

Bowring might not know the exact details, but he accepted the results all the same. She recalled Lady Bowring’s moment of kindness, dressing her up like a doll, giving her a cracked mirror, a new name. Philanthropy when it suited them, violence when it did not.

Foreman Leung’s blood pooled outwards towards her feet, soaked into the discarded fu. That was what happened to those who did not suit their plans. Kiamling kept her mouth shut, saying nothing as the officers shoved her into one of the cells and locked the door behind.
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Kiamling whacked her head against the wall. Yup, solid brick. She had known that but all the same, best to check.

“Do it harder this time, put us all out of our misery,” Hoi gor said from his position on the floor. One of his little snakelets had slipped out from his sleeve, its forked tongue darting out to pick at the cuffs around their wrists. After that, Hoi had settled down for the long haul, cradling his head in his hands as if for a midday nap. Other snakelets curled around his fingers like rings. Kiamling kicked out at him, but a warning hiss from one of his little pets made her change her mind. She prodded the pile of debris in the corner for anything useful. Old newspapers and a few empty bottles. Perhaps she could scribble a message and slide it out between the striped bars.

A thick red smear bisected the white symbol on the ground where the police officers had dragged Leung gor’s body into the corner. At least one of them had been courteous enough to cover the foreman’s face with the bloody sheet.

What had Leung said? The British don’t let something as trivial as borders stop them. So the rift was not on the island after all. It was not, Kiamling realised with hindsight, anything so small as to be contained in a room. A newspaper headline glared up at her from the litter on the floor. Hong Kong: Gateway to the Orient.

The harbour was the gateway. To Shanghai, Singapore and Formosa; to the American West and the Caribbean. A gateway for trade, be that silk and tea, opium and tobacco, or people themselves, willing or unwilling. A harbour sustained by the hungry mouths of those displaced by warfare and famine; but also the hunger of states vying for all China could give them. An apt doorway indeed.

Por Por’s voice was gravelly. “So, how much did you figure out without my help?” As if being trapped in another realm was the same as a jaunt to the country. Everything was still a learning opportunity. Kiamling bit back her annoyance, knowing that summarising would clarify things in her mind.

“Summoning the shadow beast, sitting in the ghost chairs at the Hungry Ghost Festival – none of it was an accident. Secret forces pulling strings in London want to start a war with Peking. They targeted you, Ng Choy, Madam Yau, Carpenter Leung… because you put protections across the island to prevent them opening gateways.”

“You are correct. We swore to protect the people, each of us tying our qi to the land.”

Por Por had learnt from what had happened in Canton and wanted to prevent the same thing happening here. Kiamling recalled Superintendent Lancaster crashing into the column of dead as he chased one of the wulei jing. She had assumed he was just a drunken buffoon thinking with his breeches. There had been more to it after all. Spying on Por Por to discover the extent of her abilities.

“It’s too late to close the gateway. I’ve been gone too long. The protections are ineffective. But we can still win: control the yiugwai that come through, use them against the British and beat them at their own game. Act like a pig but strike like a tiger when the time is right.”

“You mean like Ah Ma did?”

Por Por’s face froze, caught in a net of her own making. “You found out.”

“She was attacked by the very yiugwai she and Ah Ba thought they could control. She and hundreds of others.”

“Thousands…” Por Por corrected, almost absent-mindedly.

“You are still paying that debt.”

“A recompense.”

“But the dead remain dead. No amount of money will change that.”

“Ah, you have grown in my absence.” The backhanded compliment was all she could expect from her grandmother.

“I’ve understood this much while trying to fill your shoes: not all that appears evil is truly evil. The spirits under Madam Yau’s care, for example. And not all who profess goodness are truly good.” She thought of Archie, earnestly preaching for queen and country. Of Leung gor doing what he thought was best for his family. Of her own parents, their decisions having repercussions they did not live to see. It was harder to keep the balance than she had expected, the scales teetering but never quite reaching equilibrium.

“We have no idea what monsters or ghosts will come through a portal of that size, that scale. The best course of action is still to close it, not be tempted by the flames.” She raised her chin as she said it.

“You are stronger than your parents were.”

“Am I?” Kiamling laughed bitterly. “You always said I was weak.”

“No, Ah Kiam. You are the strongest yiugwai hunter in generations. Your weakness is that you did not understand that power is about more than who can punch hardest.” There it was. A real compliment, albeit followed by a critique. She had waiting so long to hear words of praise that now she did not know what to do with them. They were foreign to her, as though someone had brought the wrong dish to her table and she was too polite to send it back. How was she supposed to respond?

A soft smack hit her on the side of her head. It was Hoi’s sandal. She blinked out of her fugue to scowl at him, still lying on the floor. He shrugged. “Saw a mosquito,” he said by way of apology. No, he had seen her flailing, and offered a rescue of sorts.

Months ago, Kiamling would have taken the more dramatic option. Desperate to prove herself to her grandmother, to the whole community. Somewhere along the way she had stopped caring about acclaim. It was more important that she did the job right. Once she had resented her position as the elder sibling: forced to take up the family business and all the responsibility that came with it. Never realising it was baked into who she was. Even if she gave up the yiugwai hunting tomorrow, she would always be Jing-Jing’s big sister. She would always be the one taking the heaviest burdens upon her shoulders, even when no one asked her to. Only now she saw that she carried burdens not just for Por Por and Jingling but for Hoi too. For the fisherfolk at the harbour, the kitchen staff at the teahouse, for Madam Yau and her courtesans, and even for Barrister Ng so he could enact his changes.

“We can still close it,” she said.

Por Por searched her face before giving a slight nod. “You always did want to do everything your own way.”

Kiamling would not shirk the responsibility, but nor did she have to do it the same as it had been done before. No shortcuts this time.

“Your ship, Hoi gor. Is it still in the harbour?” Ideas poured through her head like molten sugar. She needed to shape them while they were hot, scalding her hands as she did so.

“A ship? The boy who used to run around naked has grown up.” Por Por nodded approvingly as she picked at her teeth.

“I was four and it was really hot!” Hoi gor replied. It was not the first time Por Por had insisted on recounting this particular anecdote, but it had been years since he had faced her bite. And then more calmly, to Kiamling’s question: “The Arrow? Yes.”

“I need to borrow it.” There was no plea in her voice. She was done with bargaining, and pretty lies did not help the situation. There were years in their friendship that she had missed, but somehow he had slotted right back into her life. When this was all over, she would have to find a way of thanking him.

“Of course you do. Will you bring it back in one piece?”

“Probably not.”

“At least you speak the truth.”

“You aren’t going to stop me?”

“As if I could. Just don’t do anything too idiotic.”

“No promises.”

“No, you never liked to make those. There’s only one problem. The ship is down by the harbour. We are in here.” He knocked on the solid brick wall.

“Can’t you hear her? She walks like a herd of water buffalo,” Kiamling said.

As if aware they were talking about her, a nonchalant humming voice pottered down the stairs. It was Jingling, her pigtails bouncing as she approached the small barred window in the cell door carrying a plate of boiled sweet potatoes.

“The guards were kind enough to let me bring you dinner.”

“I loathe sweet potatoes.” Kiamling glared at the root vegetables as though they had personally insulted her.

Jingling rolled her eyes. “Hello and thank you would’ve been nice.”

“Hello, Jing-Jing, thank you, Jing-Jing,” Hoi interjected in a singsong voice, grabbing one of the offending sweet potatoes and peeling it. Steam rose from the orange flesh as he made short work of it in a couple of gulps. The sisters looked at him incredulously. “What? We’ll need the energy.”

“Por Por,” Jingling said, her hand reaching between the bars and clasping the old woman’s. Her eyes welled up, tears spilling down both cheeks, and a huge sob escaped her throat, one that sounded like she had held it in all these months. She calmed herself enough to speak between big gulps of air. “I missed you so much.”

Por Por patted her hand awkwardly, until the initial flood of emotion had passed. Then, abruptly, “Are you wearing rouge?” The moment of tenderness was over.

“We should probably hurry up.” Kiamling drew attention to herself, giving Jingling a chance to surreptitiously rub her sleeve over her lips. The guards had been smart enough to take her weapons and pouches, but not smart enough to take them upstairs. Jingling made short work of the lock on the strongbox. Against her better judgement, Kiamling’s stomach complained hungrily, and she grabbed one of the sweet potatoes.

“Not that one,” Jingling said hastily as she brought Kiamling’s equipment over and slid it, item by item, between the bars in the door. “That’s one of the ones I laced with arsenic.”

“You poisoned the guards?” Kiamling was impressed.

“Sadly not. They weren’t foolish enough to take food from me.”

“Well… that’s reassuring.” Hoi rubbed at his stomach. Kiamling put the sweet potato back onto the pile untouched. Never underestimate Jing-Jing, she reminded herself.

“What’s the plan?” Jingling asked after Kiamling had buckled her equipment belt around her waist. The weight of it was comforting.

“Pray to the ancestors.” Kiamling winked as she lit a handful of joss sticks. Por Por raised an eyebrow, clearly expecting the coin sword. But there was more than one way to break out of a gaol cell. Kiamling swept her foot across the dirt floor in an arc, then pushed the red spikes of the joss sticks into the ground.

“Por Por, do you remember what was under this?” She placed a flat palm on the floor.

The old woman stared at her, confused, before it sank in. Her lips smacked together in acknowledgement. “Corpses.”

They had cleared the burial grounds here to allow the British to build the police station. Por Por had had such a go at her about being thorough and ensuring not a single bone was left behind. There might have been a few bits and pieces she had missed.

“Didn’t I say my methods were more effective?”

“Luck, that is all. Don’t pretend you knew this was coming.” Por Por refused to provide any further praise. She squatted down beside Kiamling, both hands against the ground.

“Do you want some help?” Jingling said, holding out a chicken’s egg between her finger and thumb. She had come prepared.

“Since when could you talk to ghosts?” Por Por asked, puzzled but not entirely surprised.

“We’ve got a lot of catching up to do. Later, perhaps…” The side hustle as a singer in a brothel would come out sooner or later, but Kiamling would prefer later; when she herself was in another room, or building, or country even.

“I don’t understand, what’s happening?” The conversation had gone entirely over Hoi’s head.

“Keep up, Hoi, we’re raising the dead.” Kiamling grinned wickedly, handing Por Por the bell from her equipment belt.

Por Por rang it. The earth beneath them rumbled with discontentment. Loose dirt rattled. Large stones came to the surface, and then bones. White fragments, too small to make a complete skeleton, but handfuls of them now, rising into small heaps.

Jingling started singing, rolling the egg between her hands as she did so. She swayed on her feet, stumbling from side to side like a sailor at sea. From the bone shards, translucent shades rose like thin tendrils of incense smoke. Ghosts from generations and generations before, dozens of them filling the prison cell, forcing the human occupants to press their bodies against the walls. They were ice cold where they touched. Kiamling shivered, wading through them to slap fu talismans on the back wall, concentrated in the silhouette of a doorway.

“Venerable ancestors, we beg a favour.” She ignored Por Por’s raised eyebrow and Hoi’s muffled laugh. She had meant it respectfully, even if the words still sounded cynical on her lips. She put her hand on the wall. “We need a way out.”

Usually spirits summoned by a medium could do little other than talk. Their physical forms were separate, but the fragments of bone gave these ones strength. More than ghosts, less than geongsi. The issue was whether or not they were willing.

“Aiyah, young people these days, mo la la summoning us and expecting their elders to do everything for them,” said a disembodied voice.

“Help them once and they’ll never learn to do it themselves,” another agreed.

“Didn’t we do enough when we were alive?” The voices rose, argumentative and grumpy. She really should have put out some fruit, maybe some high-value hell notes. Hindsight was everything.

Por Por rang the bell again and the spirit voices ceased abruptly. “A boiled chicken on Tomb Sweeping Day and as many joss sticks as you can inhale.”

The ghosts murmured, intrigued. Talking among themselves. They did like to haggle. One of them piped up. “Add eight oranges and a paper sedan chair each.”

“You don’t need sedan chairs in the afterlife; your legs work better than mine! I’ll throw in eight oranges and a basket of paper ingots.”

“Each?”

“Per family.” Por Por drove a hard bargain.

“Done!” the spirits said. The bone pieces rose en masse, the transparent forms fading away to nothing. The shards pelted the wall, sharp fragments like arrowheads chipping away until chunks of brick collapsed inwards and the whole back wall came tumbling down.

Hurried footsteps thudded down the stairs. Jingling waited until they reached her, and then fainted away with one hand against her forehead, practising her acting skills. One of the young officers leant over to check on her. That was when she released the spirits. They swirled around the officers in a hurricane, glaring faces looming in and out of the maelstrom.

“When was the last time you wrote to your mother?” a chorus of voices demanded.

“You haven’t visited your grandfather’s grave in years. Shame on you!”

“How come you’re still not married?”

“Go,” Jingling mouthed.

The spectres stopped the officers from giving chase. Kiamling looked back only once before stepping through the back wall and into the night.
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They raced north to the harbourfront with the sound of firecrackers in their ears. The staccato explosions punctuated the velvet blanket of night, too far away to properly pinpoint.

“What’s the plan?” Hoi said.

“Stop the monsters, close the portal.”

“I got that much. I was more looking for details.”

“I’m not really a details person myself. More of a make-things-up-as-I-go-along type.” Kiamling grinned in what she hoped was a disarmingly confident manner. Hoi’s expression said otherwise.

“Well, have you made something up to deal with them?” Por Por interrupted. On the wide street at the harbour, two rows of British soldiers were waiting: those in front kneeling, the ones behind standing. Their bayonets faced outwards towards the rest of the island.

There went the element of surprise. In the sheltered harbour behind the troops, curving in line with the island, was Kowloon and the mainland. Tonight something blocked that view. A diagonal slash tearing down through the fabric of reality. The edges were roughly torn, flapping open like a knife wound. Instead of blood, it oozed dark blue light that flickered and flared in sharp white bursts. The tear was huge, as tall as a building and just as wide.

Something emerged through it into the harbour. The light shone so bright that Kiamling had to shade her eyes. An eel-like beast had slithered through the portal. Large for a fish; perhaps the size of a street dog but long as a coiled rope. It splashed into the water and then re-emerged, body curving towards them. It grew. The next time it rose from the water, its head was the size of a horse’s. Then bigger still. There were nine holes along its jaw, each larger than the last. An enormous dorsal fin ran like a crest all the way down its neck.

It leapt onto the harbourfront. Despite its lack of legs, its body was slick enough to snake its way towards the soldiers, double lines of fangs exposed. The soldiers were nervous, twisting their necks to look behind them even as their commanding officer ordered them to face forward. The serpent pounced on the nearest man. His shaking bayonet cut through its forked tongue, but still the beast advanced, swallowing the man whole. The chunk of purple tongue slid back and reattached.

The ooze on which it moved, pumped out by the nine holes on its jaw, was corrosive. Bayonets melted into pools of liquid metal, the fumes rising in toxic clouds. One man unfortunate enough to slip in the liquid burned up, his flesh sizzling as he writhed in pain. The British line fell apart entirely, something Kiamling would have been pleased about had it not been for the worm turning its gaze onto them.

Por Por interlaced her fingers and cracked them outwards. She sucked on her teeth as she eyed up the massive serpent. “Some good eating on that.”

Kiamling and Hoi looked at her as if she had lost her mind. The old woman shrugged. “A waste not to.”

“Kill the thing and I’ll eat freshwater eel for a year if that’s what you want,” Kiamling swore.

Por Por laughed without responding. Somewhere between the police station and the harbour, she had found a bamboo cane to use as a walking stick. Now, brandishing it like a sword, she ran toward the carnage.

A howl echoed through the darkness behind them. The sound was oh so painfully familiar to Kiamling. Archie. All he had to do was stay put. Wait for her.

Hoi gor clenched his teeth together. “I don’t like that guy.”

Then, from further down Queen’s Road, another sound. A banging of drums intersected by the popping of firecrackers. Madam Yau’s parade had arrived. Front and centre, the wulei jing herself, towering over the two-storey buildings in her fox form. Her nine tails fanned out behind her, glowing warm as candle flames. Kiamling had never been so glad the fox spirit was on their side.

Hoi nodded approvingly. “The Arrow is this way, come on.”

The two of them avoided the main skirmish, skirting the now distracted soldiers. Por Por was flying through the air with lightness qi, her bamboo stick splayed like the bristles on a brush as she smacked the huge serpent with it. Madam Yau’s parade of humans and spirits swept in, engaging the remaining troops in a clash of steel and the biting cold of lui-gwei-enhanced winds.

They were alongside the ship, trying to undo the mooring ropes, when a weary British voice accosted them. “Hands raised where I can see them.”

It was Governor Bowring, his rifle pointed at them. It was rather at odds with the neatly tied cravat and the round glasses pinched to the bridge of his nose.

“Is this really necessary, my dear child?” he said. His face was sour, unlike the other occasions Kiamling had seen him.

“You tell me. We’re not the ones summoning monsters.”

“Monsters?” He seemed genuinely perplexed. Kiamling gestured emphatically at the chaos behind them, the serpent in the harbour.

“I have to admit, the native flora and fauna are different to what we have been accustomed to. And these exotic typhoons come out of nowhere…”

“You cannot be that ignorant!” Kiamling said in exasperation.

“Better ignorance than falling further down the rabbit hole.” He shook his head. “Regrettable, I know. Everything I have done here has been undermined time and time again by idle hands back in London…”

Bowring had given them more than the previous governor. He had spent money on schools and was developing a public water supply. He was the one who had allowed Barrister Ng to have a seat on the Legislative Council. His wife the only Englishwoman to have shown Kiamling a modicum of kindness. If all the British were like him, perhaps things would be different.

But a benevolent overlord was an overlord nonetheless. He called her my child, and that was how the Chinese were perceived. Favoured pets. He could make their everyday lives comfortable enough that they did not see the need to ask for more, but it was a pretence that anything other than trade and capital was the priority here. It would have been easier to hate him if he had been a ruthless despot.

“To what end?” Kiamling asked, genuinely curious.

“The same as has been man’s motive throughout history.”

“War.” Hoi gor spat like the word tasted foul on his tongue.

“Money!” Bowring corrected.

“That distinction means nothing to those who will suffer.” Kiamling edged her hand towards the pouches at her belt, while keeping the governor talking.

“You are correct, of course. But there’s a difference to those who make the decisions. They will avoid war at all costs if there is no profit in it.”

“And when there is, they will pursue it without care for human life.” Kiamling used the hesitation in Bowring’s response to throw a handful of salt into his face. His rifle fired with a deafening bang, his finger twitching on the trigger. Ignoring the buzzing in her ears, Kiamling ran forward with a burst of qi and pressed at his paralysis points, freezing him.

Her hip ached with a dull pain, throbbing like a heartbeat in her side, as though she had been smacked with a brutal punch. She looked down, expecting blood. Instead, rice trickled out of the pouch at her waist. She prodded at the entry hole in the material as the grain spilt on the floor. The bullet was there, hard and still hot. She yanked it out. It had lodged against the lucky bean charm Archie had given her.

The bullet and the bean. Both made of metal. One a precious keepsake; the other a weapon. It was hard to tell them apart any more, welded together by the impact.

Lucky.

Or perhaps her luck had run out.
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Despite Kiamling’s clear incompetence on a ship, Hoi managed to steer The Arrow away from the harbour. The blue light from the rift was hard to look at directly, an afterglow emanating from it like staring into the sun. It flared once more as something else crawled through from the other world. This one she recognised: six stubby legs, four wings and a barrel-shaped body as round as a pig. Oh, and no head or face. The wandun, a primordial creature of chaos akin to a tantrumming toddler.

“So tell me the plan again,” Hoi said. Crates not yet secured slid across the deck and the hold below. Kiamling eyed the wide expanse of the battened sails, unfurled like long scrolls. The makeshift fu she had used at the police station was spent, but she could always improvise.

“We, um… turn the ship into a giant fu. Sail it into the rift.”

“This ship?” Hoi gor double-checked.

“Yes.”

“That rift?” He pointed at the huge scar, the faceless wandun flying above it like a round bumblebee.

“Mm-hmm…”

“Okay then. It’s going to get rough.” He had not picked holes in her plan for once, likely because they were running out of options. Certain death it was.

The winds near the rift picked up, dragging everything inwards like a swirling drain. Kiamling clambered up the mast, trying not to look down as she did so. With her hand dipped in her bottle of opium-laced chicken’s blood, she wrote the words of power on the mainsail. Stop, of course – she sprinkled several of those liberally. Monster folded within a door. Salt and silver within an enclosure. A tiger over a pig next to a hungry man. A knife protecting life.

Some of the characters she wrote in Chinese, others in English. The combination intuitive now. She had been born in Canton, but Hong Kong was where she had found herself. Here, with the push and pull of different languages and interests, she had come to accept… no, not merely accept… embrace the change. It suited her.

Her arms burnt as she slid back down the rope onto the deck. She stumbled as she landed, only the railing preventing her from toppling over the side. The boat was listing, turned sharply towards the maelstrom. The deck was littered with frayed pieces of rope. Her hair whipped across her face as the wind picked up, making it hard for her to see. What she had mistaken for ropes were white snakelets, slithering away from Hoi’s position.

He was slumped on the deck. A dark pool of blood seeped out from under him. Kiamling ran over, pressing her hands to the wound. Claw marks tore down one side of his chest and shoulder. She could see bone through the flesh of his arm.

His eyes fluttered open. “I really don’t like that guy.” Then he collapsed.

Kiamling recognised Archie’s scent an instant before he pounced. She dodged to one side, low to the ground with her silver coin sword immediately drawn. The shadow creature looked different from previous iterations: evolving the longer he stayed on the island; the longer he stayed in this shape. His body was still dense, like ink-black smoke, and those red eyes continued to burn with flames. But his head was rounder, more like the shaggy mane of a lion, and a single fiery horn pierced his forehead. The nin sau that prowled the streets on New Year’s Eve. Great. Archie’s shadow beast had incorporated local dog-like legends as well as those from Britain. Just what she needed.

Kiamling scattered salt and rice across the decking and leapt forward, sword in two hands. The ship veered and they both slid, her blade coming down on the shadow beast’s flank rather than his head. The silver coins cut true, burning through the smoky layer and into solid flesh. His blood splattered dark blue from the wound as he roared in pain. Superficial, but at least her weapon worked.

He lowered himself so that his belly pressed against the ground. His eyes followed her, mesmerising orbs of red as he padded forward. Silent as the night. No wonder so many people had fallen victim to him in the Chinese quarter. If he narrowed his eyes, he was nothing more than a trick of the mind. Any one of the shadows that lurked across the island. He leapt. Kiamling dodged with quickness qi as two huge claws burst into orange flames, raking the space she had just occupied.

Why had he not stayed in the protective circle like she had pleaded? Then she could have protected him. Found a way to break the curse. A gunshot rang out, snapping her from her musings as she rolled away to avoid it. Another followed, and another, getting closer to her position now. Caught between a monster and the cold kiss of metal.

She used burst after burst of qi for speed and lightness, breathless as she jumped from barrel to stacked crates. They tumbled down under her feet in broken heaps as the beast smashed into them. Another bullet whizzed past her ear. Too close! All she could do was shield her head as she fell hard on the deck, the crates toppling around her. Dizziness set her vision swimming. At least, she thought, he could not reach her within the pile of debris.

A clipped English voice rang out. “What’s taking you so long? Sic her!” Superintendent Lancaster, here to personally ensure his attack dog finished the job.

The smell of smoke reached her nose. The dry crates crackled and popped. Archie might not be able to reach her, but he could flush her out by setting the ship on fire.

The ship. The fu talisman. Archie and Lancaster were but a distraction. She needed to close the rift, that was all that mattered. She channelled her qi into strength and punched up through the burning boxes, tossing them back towards the beast. If he was the nin sau now, then he would be vulnerable to loud noise and bright lights. Good. No one had ever accused her of being subtle.

She lit a handful of joss sticks, launching the red spikes like darts in rapid succession. They embedded along his back like bristles. He twisted his head this way and that but could not reach that awkward wide space between his shoulder blades. An irritation for sure, but not enough to stop him. She flung a bundle of burning fu talismans towards him, their light blinding as he tried to bat them out of the way.

She used the distraction to jump up to the steering wheel, pulling the spinning spokes against the force of the maelstrom. She needed the ship to hit the rift side-on, pasting the fu talisman sail across its opening, rather than be pulled under prematurely. Another round was fired off. Kiamling moved her right hand just in time as the bullet splintered through the spokes of the wheel. Behind her, Archie roared. This time she didn’t move fast enough. He knocked her to the ground, the flames in his heavy claws burning through her clothes and deep into her body. Pain lanced from her shoulder down her ribcage, setting her innards alight. She could feel her meridian lines closing up one by one.

“Archie, please.” Red eyes flickered blue for a second, then back. As if she had imagined it. He was in there, she was sure of it. She just needed to reach him. The air was slowly being crushed out of her chest. Her vision hazy round the edges. She knocked with a fist at the burning claws that pinned her down, but it was no use.

“Finish it!” Lancaster yelled. He groaned in disgust as Archie did not immediately respond, his feet stamping towards them. “This is why you cannot trust a pigeon-livered commoner to do the job.”

The police captain’s scowling face entered her line of vision, pistol pointed towards her head. So impatient, Kiamling thought as he cocked the hammer. She would be dead soon anyway.

A looming shape falling from the sky distracted her. Was that… Por Por?

It was. Her grandmother soared through the air with both feet balanced precariously on the flat of a straight sword. The weapon flew like an arrow under her feet, straight towards Lancaster. On her back, Jingling whooped and pointed, her long pigtails trailing behind her. She was enjoying herself far too much.

Just before impact, Por Por and Jingling jumped off, the sword plunging into Lancaster’s side before he had time to react. He flinched, hand thrusting upwards and firing the pistol reflexively. Kiamling felt blood running down the side of her head, but Chung Kwai protect her, she was still alive. Archie growled, twisting to face the new foe, giving her the chance to roll out of reach.

Before she could stand up, Lancaster roared in anger. Clutching his bleeding side with one hand, he lashed out, smacking Kiamling across the side of the face with the body of his pistol. The metal was sharp against her cheek, cutting across her lip, her mouth filling with iron.

“Leave my sister alone!” howled a voice filled with rage. Not a vengeful lui gwei, but an irate Jingling, rushing forward before Kiamling could stop her. In a blur of speed, she pressed on Lancaster’s paralysis points. His pistol fell to the deck with a clatter. His mouth hung open, frozen in shock that such a petite woman had managed to best him. For good measure, Jingling gave him a shove, enough that his stiff body toppled backwards and tipped over the railing into the churning waters below.

Por Por had a shield of fu talismans in concentric circles in front of her, blasting them towards the shadow beast. The yellow papers sparked and burnt, making Archie flinch but not damaging him. They could not. Por Por had used only the traditional words. Kiamling swore under her breath. In all that had happened, she had forgot to prep her grandmother on the adaptations to fight the foreign monsters. The beast roared and leapt forward, shredding the remaining fu. The old woman blocked him with her staff, a batgua mirror attached there like a shield. The mirrored surface winked in the shadow beast’s flames, but he smashed its polished surface with one blow. Her body was flung back, slamming hard against the mast, knocking her unconscious.

Por Por had given her an idea. Kiamling yanked out the compact mirror Lady Bowring had given her at the races, modified to fit into a batgua mirror’s eight-sided frame. A broken mirror was bad luck, the Englishwoman had said. That was the good thing about yiugwai hunting. Kiamling did not fear bad luck the way other people did. Anyway, it had already been broken when she was given it: ergo, the bad luck was not on her, but on the mirror.

The cracked glass showed Archie a mutated image of himself. A beast fractured in pieces, grotesque and lost. He howled as he backed off, eyes flickering vivid blue once more.

The ship turned, at last not listing towards the maelstrom but straightening out. Hoi had grabbed hold of the steering wheel, propelling it back on course. Jingling was behind him, both hands flat on his back as she channelled healing qi. The Arrow was parallel to the yawning rift now, in the perfect position for the giant fu talisman to work. The symbols Kiamling had painted on the mainsail glowed white, brushstroke by brushstroke. The edges of the rift shimmered. Then, slow as oil trickling down the side of a bottle, they began to knit together.

It was working. Chung Kwai preserve them, it was working!

Then it stopped.

The fu on the sail vanished entirely, as if they had never been. The rift remained, still gaping open. Another bright glow pulsed its ragged edges as a huge monster stepped through, shoving the vessel to one side as though it was no more than an inconvenience. Humanoid in appearance but triple the size of any person. A giant. Fur-like hair covered its head, torso and back. It dragged a lumpy club behind it, as big as a tree. The mainsail tore as the club caught on it, shredding like rice paper. The Arrow spun in its wake, each of the giant’s steps sending waves crashing over it, pushing it back.

It had not worked. The fu had not been strong enough. And now they were drifting on the water, watching as monsters destroyed their home.







Chapter Fifty-Six
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Por Por was out cold, Jingling and Hoi barely able to keep The Arrow afloat. The words on the fu had worked, Kiamling felt it in her bones. But chicken’s blood was not strong enough for a gateway as gargantuan as this. She glanced back at Archie. Frozen in place by the broken mirror, as if he could not bear to see the truth. His eyes flickered erratically. Red and blue. Shifting colours, allegiances.

“Archie,” she wheezed, one hand on her broken ribs. Blood oozed between her fingers, warm and sticky. Everything was so heavy. The weight of it like a mountain upon her back, making her stoop further and further over until she could not stand straight. Still she called to him. Demanding. Coaxing. Pleading.

Hoping.

Her voice reached him through the storm. He turned, almost instinctively, shrinking down. The dark pelt dissipating in the wind like it was nothing more than a shadow her own fears had conjured on the darkest night, leaving only the man behind.

He stared down at his own shaking hands. Human again, at least in appearance. The batgua mirror clattered to the deck. Spent.

“Help me end this, Archie.”

He looked up at her, and despite everything, Kiamling’s heart ached. There was so much about him that she loved. His softness, despite everything, was something she wanted to protect. An optimistic outlook on tomorrow when all she had time for was today. He was earnest, kinder than many of his compatriots. Willing to learn. To listen. When she was with him, she felt a thirst like she had never before experienced. She could drink from the well of his blue eyes for the rest of her days.

“End it?” he said with confusion. His eyes were as bright and hopeful as those of the starving street dogs he insisted on feeding. “But look how much good we’ve done. There’s prosperity here: people have jobs, money to put food on the table, schools.”

“There are monsters stalking the streets of Hong Kong. Killing people right now. How can anyone see that as good?”

“Acceptable losses, but in the end it will be worth it. You’ll see.”

“Acceptable?” Kiamling spat the word out. He was parroting the newssheets from London. Say it often enough and perhaps the truth in front of his own eyes could be denied. That was how they operated, after all. The horrors happened to other people, far away from the British shoreline. “How many more people need to die? They will start a war. You cannot deny it.”

“Don’t worry, the Empire will protect us. It always has.” His words were fervent, as eager as a schoolboy’s despite all he had been through; or perhaps because of it. His warmest memories erased in fae pact after fae pact. He had given himself wholly to the Empire and her cause. The only way to make peace with that, with everything he had been complicit in, was to believe in it. All of it. It had eaten him alive, a mere morsel in the unending appetite for more.

“Archie—”

“Just don’t think about it, Kiamling. If you don’t think, it cannot hurt you. I’ll make sure of that.” He offered her his hands, and despite herself, Kiamling fell into his arms. She pressed her cheek to his shoulder.

“I love you,” she said. There were more words left unsaid. Words about how he had shown her that the gentle road was worth walking now and then. About a future together, somewhere away from the fighting, where they could make it work. Words that she did not know how to articulate and probably never would: the colour of unbridled joy, the smell of his collar against her nose and the feeling of her hands running across the back of his shirt. Those three words in English were still three words in Cantonese. They were not enough, but they were all she had left to offer.

“I’m sorry.” He pressed a pistol against her ribcage. Lancaster’s gun, retrieved from where it had fallen. His face was wet with tears.

Slowly Kiamling moved back. The gun followed her, glued to her body like a kiss. She had known it would come to this. Fervently hoped another outcome was possible, but she could shake all the kau chim sticks in the world and their fortune would read the same. They were doomed. They had been since the start.

“I wish it didn’t have to be this way.” He pulled the trigger.

Click.

He tried again.

The empty barrel revolved in the chamber. Click. Click. Click. He had not even thought to check if any bullets remained.

“I’m sorry too,” she said, gravel in her throat. She thrust the coin sword up through his abdomen, all the way to the hilt. Held it there as his blood poured over her hands. He looked down in surprise. Shocked that she had been the one to make the killing blow. His legs buckled beneath him and she fell with him, unwilling to let go.

“Tell my mother… will you tell her I’m sorry?”

“I’ll tell her,” Kiamling vowed. She had to give him something.

He gasped, trying uselessly to suck in air. His laboured breath was torturous to behold, but she forced herself to stay with him. She owed him that much. The colour in his cheeks cooled like the fiery orange of a sunset slipping into the ash of dusk.

“I remember now,” he said in a rasp. His face was rapturous, eyes focusing somewhere overhead.

“Remember what, Archie?”

“Our kisses. Every… single one.” He reached up to touch her hair where it had fallen over her eyes. She leant forward to let him, wanting him as much as she knew she hated him also. His hand faltered before it reached her, the space between them simply too wide. With an exhale, he died.

Kiamling hung her head. She did not even know if she wept, or whether the wetness on her face was blood. One and the same. Her insides were hollowed out entirely, like someone had scraped her clean and thrown her carcass on the rubbish heap. For so long she had wanted to make decisions, wanted the responsibility Por Por had never been willing to give her. It was more bitter than she had ever expected. She wanted nothing more than to hand it back.

But it wasn’t over yet. She could not stop here.

She pressed both hands against the wound in Archie’s stomach. It had turned from dark blue to red once more. Yiugwai or human; perhaps there was some of both in all of them. His blood was still warm, thickening against her palms. Our kisses, he had said. She could not remember them. Could not decide if she was relieved or frustrated that those memories were for ever lost to her. Only that it hurt. Every decision leading up to this moment hurt more than any weapon she had faced. Por Por had prepared her for many things, but not for the weight of a broken heart.

Her remaining fu talismans were drenched in Archie’s blood. It dripped from her hands, staining everything she touched as she dragged her heavy legs to standing. Half of her meridian lines were still blocked. There was no qi pool remaining. It did not matter that she had to burn away years of her life to access more qi. None of it mattered any more.

Somehow she was able to push upwards, using the qi for lightness to step up on the air and reach the remaining sails. Vision blurred, hands moving mechanically, she rewrote the fu on the sailcloth. After everything, it had to work. Every yiugwai hunter knew that the blood of a dog was more potent than that of a chicken. She could only imagine what the blood of a black dog of legend, a nin sau, a witch’s son would do.

The fu was ugly. Splattered blood and fingerprints. Beneath her the air was suddenly insubstantial once more, plunging her downwards. She reached for the flapping ropes, almost tearing her arm out of its socket as she grabbed hold of them to break her fall. Hand under hand, she lowered herself back to the deck next to Por Por’s unconscious body.

The symbols lit up like dawn breaking. The power washed over those on The Arrow, making them stagger back. The giant fu billowed outwards, magnetised towards the rift. Then, with a loud crack, the mast snapped off. Kiamling threw herself over Por Por, shielding her from the whip of ropes and broken wood. The whole sail flew through the air and smacked into the tear between worlds. Static sparked like a firm push on the door. The edges of the gateway came together, slowly folding in on themselves.

A huge claw reached through, raking at the ship. It gouged into the deck like the wood was soft ripe fruit. Kiamling sat up, staring at it indifferently. Perhaps it would not be so bad to have her head ripped off in this moment.

Something jabbed her broken ribs. The pain shot all the way up her side, making her suck in a lungful of air through gritted teeth. It was Por Por. The old woman had prodded her with a finger. Her swollen eyes were open as far as the bruising from the fight would allow. They glimmered shrewdly. “Au Kiamling, you aren’t contemplating something monumentally stupid right now?”

“More so than usual?” Kiamling snapped back. The remark was enough to remind her that yes, she should probably take cover. That despite everything, she still wanted to live. The talons raked fruitlessly overhead before pulling back into their own realm. The rift continued to close, more rapidly now.

The blue glow pulsed one last time as if in protest, and then that was it.

Gone.

No sign of the doorway, leaving only the dark sky and the sleepy mainland beyond. The ship had drifted closer to Kowloon. The night was quiet once again, as if it had all been nothing, when in fact the world had nearly ended.

[image: ]
Kiamling helped Por Por to her feet and the two of them hobbled over to Jingling and Hoi. They looked just as tired as she felt. Spent. Jingling threw her arms around both of them. The warmth of her skin reassured Kiamling they were still in the land of the living after all. Hoi gor stood awkwardly to one side, leaning on the steering wheel. He looked like he might join in the embrace, but instead he rubbed the back of his neck and sulked.

“Canton?” he said finally, interrupting the reunion.

“Canton,” Por Por confirmed.

“What are you on about? Hong Kong is right there. We can’t go to Canton. Last time we were there, people tried to kill us.” Kiamling felt a tad foolish having to explain the obvious.

“Well, the thing is…” Jingling said, playing with her braids. She gestured around them. A broken mast, massive holes torn into the decking, and an Englishman’s body, his blood staining everything on Kiamling’s person. Sickness rose in a wave through her body, and she managed to stumble to the side of the ship, ready to vomit into the choppy waters below. Nothing came up. Just a bitter coating on her tongue and lead in her stomach. She scrubbed at her bloodstained hands. Archie’s blood.

The others were right. They could not turn back to Hong Kong. Not when they might run into Governor Bowring, into Superintendent Lancaster even, if he had survived the plunge into the water.

She turned back. “I see your point. But Canton is too dangerous. Head for Kowloon. I’ll figure something out.”

“Aiyah, now you decide to be responsible?” said Por Por.

“Stop making the decision for us,” said Jingling, waggling her eyebrows.

Kiamling turned to Hoi gor, waiting for his addition to the pile-on. “Well?”

“Well what?”

“Aren’t you going to cajole me to go to Canton too?”

He frowned towards the broken stump of the mainsail. “We’ll be lucky if she limps up the river delta in one piece. Do what you want, Ah Kiam, you always do.”

“Oh, I get it, you can’t get her to Canton,” Kiamling goaded, knowing full well what the response would be.

“When we get there, you’re buying me the finest mau toi you can afford.” Hoi gor turned the steering wheel with a dramatic sigh, but he could not hide the smile that curved across his lips.

The wind was in their favour, filling the secondary sail as Hoi pointed The Arrow up the Pearl River Delta. Kiamling closed her eyes as Jingling came to stand beside her, slipping her arm under her sister’s elbow, locking them together as two links of one chain. There was still a mess to untangle, but for this one moment there was peace.

It was broken by Por Por’s sudden exclamation. “Wait – mau toi? Have the three of you been drinking?”







Epilogue
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Despite Kiamling and the others closing the rift and thus preventing an endless stream of monsters from crossing over into Hong Kong, war was inevitable. The Arrow managed to reach Canton, where they were immediately arrested by imperial forces.

That was when Governor Bowring played his ace. The ship was a British vessel after all, and the Au family residents of the British colony of Hong Kong, wrongfully arrested by the overzealous imperial viceroy Ye Mingchen. Why, he had even torn the British flag from the mast and emptied the hold of the cargo of opium. An insult that demanded a response.

It mattered little that the mast had been ripped clean away and the hold had been mostly empty when they embarked. It was enough of a pretext for the politicians back in London to declare war on China, a country most of them had never visited, in a situation most of them had no real understanding of. What was the purpose of truth when there was trade and silver at stake?

Before leaving Canton, the four of them pieced together the rest of the puzzle. The other yiugwai hunters in the region had been avoiding them for more than simply the past rivalry. They had been forbidden by Imperial officials from intervening. Peking had known of Britain’s plans to open a rift in Hong Kong all along and had hoped that the foolhardy plan would eradicate the foreigners without them ever having to lift a hand. The calculated decimation of the ordinary people in the region acceptable collateral.

The locals were caught between a rock and a hard place. Warfare and famine were so widespread in the south, it was unsurprising that they flocked to Hong Kong for work; but in the colony they were not afforded the same rights as the Europeans. They were seen as turncoats by both sides when all they wanted was to survive.

At least it meant that Kiamling and the others could return to Hong Kong, miraculously protected from the governor’s wrath since they had become the linchpin in the new narrative. Life carried on. Installing door gods and blessing new shops, albeit with slightly less clashing between Kiamling and her grandmother. It was almost as if they got on. A novel if somewhat disconcerting experience. Then, after a few weeks, Beggar So came to visit with the proposition Jingling had long predicted.

“I am getting old, I’ll be looking for a successor soon. The Beggar Clan is yours if you want it. It always has been,” he said.

Kiamling could not help but look over to Por Por for her reaction. The old woman continued to sip her tea. “Do as you wish, I cannot control you.”

There it was. The thing she had always wanted: to be free of family responsibilities, to pursue what she wanted. Except she had changed since then. It was true she had never wanted the burden of yiugwai hunting upon her shoulders, but she had worked hard. She was good at it.

“It’s a generous offer, So sifu, but I’m a yiugwai hunter. And I have other plans for the future.”

“I thought you might,” he said with a sad smile. Nevertheless, he called the louban to bring another jar of mau toi.

“What plans?” Jingling asked, playing with her earrings. Her pigtails were looped round in ornate braids, ready for her performance in a few hours. Even Por Por had agreed to attend.

“I promised Archie I would speak to his mother.”

The others were subdued at her words. They had tiptoed around the subject of the Englishman, careful not to reopen the wound. Kiamling had tried to ignore the vow at first, carrying on as usual. But it weighed on her, making sleep impossible. Hag-ridden, she remembered he had called it. Pressing on her chest so that she could not move. She knew he was watching. His ghost was hungry; unmourned by his family back home.

“London?” Hoi gor said, without any hint of his usual disdain. A white snake was wrapped around his neck like a scarf. “I’m taking a ship across next month.”

Hoi had entirely given up on pretending to have the regulation queue braid. He had cut his hair short like one of the British gentlemen. As disconcerting as it initially was, the look suited him.

“I will speak to the harbourmaster to arrange passage,” Kiamling said with a fist-palm salute.

“Don’t be an ass,” Hoi said. He leant back with one leg propped on the other. “For you, half-fare.”

Kiamling stuck her tongue out.

“I’ve always wanted to visit London,” Jingling said, wafting herself with a folding fan. She was working on these wide-eyed glances – signature looks, she called them. Thank Chung Kwai that Keilin was not on duty today, or all the dishes would slip forgotten through her hands. Jingling turned out to be the type to leave a trail of broken hearts in her wake.

“You?” Kiamling could not have sounded more incredulous if she’d tried.

“If Hoi gor is giving you half off, then you can afford my ticket also,” her sister said with unshakeable logic.

“What’s in London for you?”

“Music halls and theatres! Also, who are you kidding, you wouldn’t last a minute in a foreign country without me.” Jingling linked her arm through Kiamling’s. Still the charming little sister used to getting her own way. Kiamling could not deny the appeal. Jingling’s amicability offset her own hostility, and the fear of heading to distant shores was lessened by knowing she would have familiar faces by her side.

“Don’t make yourself a nuisance.” She needed to exert her authority, even though she had capitulated entirely.

“No promises.”

“Por Por?” Kiamling asked. She surprised herself by extending the offer. Once she had longed to get as far away from the old woman as possible, but the months without her guidance had made her appreciate some of the gruff but well-meaning criticism. Por Por just wanted to keep them safe. There was love in that, even if it was not what the sisters always wanted.

“My place is here. Hong Kong needs my guidance more than the pair of you.” Por Por took up her chopsticks and heaped cheung fun into their bowls in lieu of further discussion.

“Then that’s settled. One more month in Hong Kong, and then onwards to London.” Kiamling was thankful for the plan. She had been adrift after the Arrow incident. Her mundane everyday duties had lost their shine when she looked at the bigger picture.

She excused herself and left the tearoom, taking a whole bamboo steamer with her. Putting the dim sum on the ground in the alley, she pulled out a black and white photo of Archie from her sleeve. It was the only one she could find in his room. He looked startled in it, his face a blur of motion as if he could not decide on a side.

She propped the photo behind the bamboo steamer and lit three joss sticks.

Archie’s mother had wanted her son to be safe too. She could only watch as he had chosen another path. A pain radiated from Kiamling’s middle, one that had nothing to do with the broken ribs or the burns that ran down her side. Those could be healed with time and qi. The pain within her was deeper. Threaded through her muscle and bone. She did not regret the choice she had made. Archie’s blood was the only thing that could have sealed the rift. He had opened it after all, whether or not he remembered. She only wished that she had spent more time with him before the end; tried to save him, not with iron and blows, but with logic and words. If she could go back, she would try all over again, even if the outcome was no different. The rhetoric had been knotted so deep within him that there might have been no way to unpick it. All the same, she wished she had given it a go.

“I hope you aren’t hungry any more.” She tossed hell notes and paper ingots on the ground, lighting them with a blank fu. They caught quickly, blackening into ash. If she wasn’t careful, the fragments would fly away and start another blaze.

Someone had sent Archie here. Used him as a pawn in a bigger game. Lancaster was missing, presumed dead, but someone else in London knew about monsters and ghosts. Had used them to extend the power of this great empire.

People said it was the empire on which the sun never set. Well, those people had not met Au Kiamling. If she had to, she would shoot down the sun itself.








The story continues in…

Book 2 of the Chronicles of the Yiugwai Hunters








Acknowledgements


[image: A stylised lion with intricate swirls and patterns, sitting and holding a round object with its front paw. ]

Harbour of Hungry Ghosts stemmed from an off-hand comment my agent Alex Cochran made about the Victorian era. Without that comment, and the wonders of an internet rabbit hole, I am not sure what I would’ve written next. Thanks, Alex, for the helpful advice (whether or not I chose to follow it), the behind-the-scenes negotiating, the prodding and cheerleading. Thanks to my UK editor Jenni Hill for enthusing about this Buffy the Vampire Slayer-inspired project. You continue to point out all the plot holes I was hoping I got away with. My irreplaceable publicist Nazia Khatun, source of most of my anime/Asian drama/cat photos as well as so many in-person opportunities. The rest of the team at Orbit UK and Little, Brown who work wonders behind the scenes to polish and promote including Maddie Hall, Charlotte Gill, Joanna Kramer, Serena Savini, Jane Selley, Ella Garrett, Jessica Dryburgh and Andy Hawes. Cover artist Toma Nguyen. The Orbit US team including my editor Brit Hvide, assistant Nick Burnham, Ellen Wright, Angela Man, Natassja Haught, Bryn McDonald, Lauren Panepinto and Alexia Mazis. The audiobook team including Paul Stark; Alex, Ash and Lawrence at ID Audio; as well as narrator Katie Leung. The fine folks at Greyhound Literary including Sam Edenborough and Maria Brannan as well as those at C&W and Curtis Brown such as Louise Emslie-Smith and Camilla Smallwood.

Those were the people who helped shaped the book in an official capacity, but there are many more in an unofficial capacity. Writing is a solitary pursuit, but it is not lonely if you are able to find your people. Thank you for those with better Cantonese that I have, who advised me on romanising words: Zhui Ning Chang, James Cheung and Kaia. Amy Matthewson pointed me in the right direction for historical reading. For those interested, I mostly used Julia Lovell’s The Opium War, Robert Bickers’ The Scramble for China and Jung-Fang Tsai’s Hong Kong in Chinese History. Thank you also to the classic films of Chinese cinema that inspired many of the scenes in the book: Mr Vampire is a must-watch of course, also Once Upon a Time in China, Drunken Master, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Tiger and House of Flying Daggers.

To my beta readers for their insightful comments and reassurances – thank you, G.V. Anderson, Jess Hyslop and Chelsea La Vecchia. The book is so much better for your input.

To Team Weird – too many to individually name – for lifting me up and talking me down as needed. The conversations on craft have inspired me to tackle those scary ideas and my writing is better for it.

To the Write Club – Thomas D Lee, Paddy Dobson, Tamsin Showbrook, Sam Lamplugh, Clare Patterson, Chris Powell and the rest – it’s lovely to share a physical space at coffee shops and libraries in Manchester with you; I would procrastinate so much more by myself!

To the Bubble Tea Writers and Artists, especially Maisie Chan, Mina Ikemoto Ghosh and A. Y. Chao, thank you for championing East and Southeast Asian voices. I truly believe a rising tide lifts all boats and it brings me so much joy to celebrate all the wins across picture books, middle grade, YA, adult and non-fiction.

To my Cottagecore writers, I know, I know, you get two mentions. You are some of the best writers I know, never doubt that.

To my Northern Debut crew, Frances White, Genoveva Dimova, Sarah Brooks and Emma Sterner-Radley: it might have been geography that brought us together, but I am so glad to have found and kept some amazing writer friends along this strange journey that is publishing.

To some of the other writers I’ve met along the way who do not easily fit into a category other than being wonderful people, excellent writers and doing me the honour of being my friends: Tasha Suri, M. H. Ayinde, Annabel Campbell, David Goodman, Christy Healy and many more.

To the Asian fantasy authors across the world who opened doors and proved there was a way for our stories to be told. A not exhaustive list of those who inspired me when I was finding my feet must include Ken Liu, Fonda Lee, Zen Cho, Neon Yang, Isabel Yap, Shelley Parker-Chan and R. F. Kuang.

To the wonderful bookshops, booksellers, bloggers, reviewers and readers I have met along the way, thank you for championing my books and helping me realise I am not, in fact, writing into a void.

To my non-writing friends for helping me to touch grass now and again and reminding me there’s more to life than publishing deadlines and the latest hot take on social media – Ali Lean, Steph Edwards, Gareth Morgan, Tom Lean and Harry Newton. Thanks for the BBQs, the boardgames and Wiggles.

Thank you to my family, both those near and far, those still here and those who live on in memory. My mother, who will never read this book, but whose beliefs inspired so much of it. My sisters Melissa and Teresa for watching far too much TV with me as a kid. My mother-in-law Claudia and sister-in-law Andrea who are both so encouraging and enthusiastic about all my book news. My little one, Pip, who knows more about Chinese hopping vampires than he does about European vampires (yes, I am ridiculously proud of that). And to Ken, my husband. Thank you for more than I have words to express. Somehow you always get me through the writer’s block and the self-doubts. Thank you for being my favourite good luck talisman.







Discover Your Next Great Read

Get sneak peeks, book recommendations, and news about your favorite authors.

Tap here to learn more.

[image: Orbit logo]






Meet the Author


[image: A stylised lion with intricate swirls and patterns, sitting and holding a round object with its front paw. ]

ELIZA CHAN is a Scottish-born Chinese-diaspora author who writes about East Asian mythology, British folklore, and reclaiming the dragon lady, but preferably all three at once. Eliza’s Sunday Times bestselling debut novel, Fathomfolk, was published by Orbit in February 2024. Her short fiction has been published in The Dark, PodCastle, Fantasy Magazine, and The Best of British Fantasy 2019, and her nonfiction has appeared on Reactor. She has been a medical school dropout, a kilt shop assistant, an English teacher, and a speech and language therapist, but currently spends her time collecting weapons, crafting, watching animation, and trying to eat her way around the entire world. She lives in Manchester with her family and dragon collection.

Find out more about Eliza Chan and other Orbit authors by registering for the free monthly newsletter at orbitbooks.net.







BY ELIZA CHAN

Drowned World


	Fathomfolk

	Tideborn



Chronicles of the Yiugwai Hunters


	Harbour of Hungry Ghosts










[image: A page promoting reading for children, emphasizing its importance for future success. It includes statistics on reading habits and suggestions for encouraging reading. It features a logo at the top.]




OEBPS/images/Art_P385.jpg
Y
RAISING READERS

Books Build Bright Futures

Thank you for reading this book and for being a reader of books in general. We are
so grateful to share being part of a community of readers with you, and we hope
you will join us in passing our love of books on to the next generation of readers.

Did you know that reading for enjoyment is the single biggest predictor of a
child’s future happiness and success?

More than family circumstances, parents’ educational background, or income,
reading impacts a child’s future academic performance, emotional well-being,
communication skills, economic security, ambition, and happiness.

Studies show that kids reading for enjoyment in the US is in rapid decline:

« In 2012, 53% of 9-year-olds read almost every day. Just 10 years later,
in 2022, the number had fallen to 39%.

« In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.

Read to children in your life daily.

Model reading as a fun activity.

Reduce screen time.

Start a family, school, or community book club.
Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.

Listen to audiobooks.

Read the book before you see the movie.
Encourage your child to read aloud to a pet or

Together, we
can commit to
Raising Readers
and change

this trend.

How? | stuffed animal.
Give books as gifts.
Donate books to families and communities in need.

BOB1217

Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.com, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer”





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Chorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Chorn1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
HARBOUR

HUNGRY
GHOSTS

ELIZA
CHAN

Chronicles of the Yiugwai
ters: Book One

orbitbooks.net





