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    About the Book


    ‘Quick, Ting Ting, get us in closer,’ Por says. With two strong pulls of the oar our boat glides beside theirs. The ghost rises into the air and hovers over us like a black shroud. A face as smooth as an egg emerges from the seaweed hair. No eyes, no mouth, no nose.


    Thirteen-year-old Ting Ting is learning the ancient skills and art of ghost-hunting from her grandmother, Por, a famous ghost-hunter. But when Por mysteriously disappears, Ting Ting is faced with an enemy far more dangerous than she has ever encountered. Can she prove herself to be a true ghost-hunter and save Por and the villagers before it is too late?



    A powerful adventure from the award-winning author of A Ghost in My Suitcase.
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Knowing other people is intelligence,

knowing yourself is wisdom.

– Lao Zi, ‘Kinds of Power’



The Yellow River I wanted to cross

But craggy ice blocked the way

The Taihong Mountain I wished to climb

But heavy snow darkened the sky.

Lo! Hard was the journey

Entangled was the journey

Full of thorny and misleading paths.

But where are they now?

I shall soon hoist my cloud-like sails,

And ride on the long winds!

I shall sail and break the waves,

O sail across the dark blue sea.

– Li Bai (701–762),

‘Song of a Hard Journey’ excerpt









For Mum 22/7/1924 – 12/5/2017

My inspiration always

And a special thank you to Matt, Felix, Vanessa and Zoe – fellow ghost travellers and play makers.
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Three years ago my name used to be Fei Fei. It means ‘luxuriant’ and ‘beautiful’. But I didn’t feel beautiful. I felt ugly and empty and forgotten. I felt like flotsam being swept away in a torrent of muddy water.

  For a long time, I didn’t know where those muddy waters were taking me. I was sent to an orphanage and didn’t eat for a week. I just lay in bed and picked at the crumbling wall.

  Then one dreary Shanghai morning, a small lady carrying a huge sunflower almost as tall as she was came into the room. We all stared as the sunflower cast a yellow halo around her silver-grey hair.

  Her eyes found mine. She put out her hand. I jumped off the bed and took it and, with a gentle squeeze, Por led me home.

  I didn’t ask why she had chosen me. I didn’t know then that she knew my family – in particular my horrible grandfather, Shen Da Pai. I didn’t know that by adopting me she had given me one of the kindest gifts a person could give anyone: the gift of forgiveness. All I knew was that the moment I stepped inside the red moon gate of Por’s house in Shanghai, something tingled up my spine. It was in the air, in the fishpond, in the strangely shaped rock, inside the house. And especially in the secret room.

  That tingle of excitement was ghost-hunting.

  Chinese people believe that names and fate are connected, that you become your name. You can’t control what happens to you – there’s something much bigger playing a part in that – but you can change your name. So I chose Ting Ting because Ting means ‘thunderbolt’, and I wanted to strike the ground and make those ghosts tremble.
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As I move the oar from side to side, a silver moon shivers in our wake. Por sits in the bow of the boat, her hand on her weapons bag, back straight, head alert. The canal water is silky black.

  Our job is to capture a ghost that’s been haunting Kissing Bridge. The story goes that the famous poet Li Bai once stood on this bridge, looked up at the moon and poetry sprang from his lips as if the words had come down from heaven. Lovers think that if they kiss under the bridge they’ll be happy for the rest of their lives. It’s a huge business for the water taxis. But lately a ghost has been capsizing boats and terrorising the customers.

  Two hours ago, as Por unlocked the cupboard with all the ghost-hunting equipment in it, I got a familiar thrill through my body. It’s like opening a new book by your favourite author, only one hundred times more exciting. You don’t know what’s going to happen or how it’s going to end. The big difference is that I’m the main character.

  ‘Take the snake whip,’ Por had said, shouldering her long weapons bag.

  The cupboard is tall and skinny with two top shelves that hold things like brass bells, cloth, cord, ink and brushes, special powders and ointments. Under the shelves, hanging on hooks, are our weapons. I grabbed my snake whip. It’s my specialty. Every hunter has one weapon that’s their favourite. The snake whip is mine. I’ve practised and practised and now it’s like an extension of my arm.

  I also took my mingshen mirror, my wu ti – a weapon shaped like a discus which circles back to me after I throw it, a coin sword and a lightning stick. I stuffed them into my weapons bag.

  ‘You won’t need all those,’ Por said. She was only taking her sword and mingshen mirror.

  I didn’t say anything. You never knew what kind of ghost you were going to meet, so when she wasn’t looking I also added two brass bells to my bag.

  When Por’s real granddaughter, Little Cloud, visited from Australia, I didn’t know where I fitted in. I felt like I’d been pushed aside. And while I miss Little Cloud in a way, I’m glad she’s gone back because tonight is how it should be – just Por and me, hunting ghosts together.

  Por has borrowed a small boat from her friend Ling Feng, the floating fruit-and-vegetable seller. Luckily the canal is quiet because I’m not very good at keeping the boat in a straight line. It’s tricky because you have to stand in the stern and sway the single oar back and forth like a fish’s tail.

  ‘Tie us up to that metal ring,’ says Por, pointing, as I row us closer to the bridge.

  ‘Aren’t we too far away?’ I say. ‘The ghost might escape –’

  ‘Here is close enough,’ Por says.

  I throw a loose knot over the ring to hold our boat in place. I begin using the ghost-hunter’s breath technique so the ghost won’t be able to smell my breath. It’s like breathing from your belly button instead of through your nose. It took me ages to learn, but now, whenever I’m on a job I do it automatically.
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  It seems as though we’ve been waiting for hours. My legs ache. I look at my watch. Eleven o’clock. No tourist boat has passed us yet. I’m getting a cramp. I stand up and stretch. The boat rocks from side to side.

  Por turns around and tells me to sit still.

  ‘When is the ghost coming?’ I whisper.

  She doesn’t answer.

  We wait another fifteen minutes.

  Then I hear the slapping of oars and a woman’s soft laughter. And footsteps . . . no, not footsteps, more like the patter of paws on the flagstones. My body tenses. A sandy-haired dog trots along the canal not far from us. I concentrate on the bridge.

  I see a boat with a canopy and lantern approaching from the other side. The boatman begins singing a love song, his notes echoing off the walls of the wooden houses.

  ‘Kuai! Hurry!’ Por whispers.

  I draw the rope in, stand up in the boat and pull the oar towards me. But I’m too excited and our boat weaves from side to side aimlessly. Por gives me an exasperated backwards glance. I calm my breathing, focus my mind. Even strokes, back and forth. The boat heads in the direction I want it to.

  The lovers’ boat disappears into the darkness of Kissing Bridge. I notice the small sandy-haired dog again. It seems harmless enough . . . until I look down and see its reflection on the mottled water of the canal. It’s not the reflection of a small dog, but of a grotesque woman with long flowing hair like seaweed.

  I’m reaching forward to get Por’s attention when the dog disappears and suddenly a high-pitched scream comes from the darkness.

  ‘What’s happening?’ a woman shrieks.

  ‘No! Don’t stand up!’ the boatman says. ‘Sit down! Please sit down, madame.’

  ‘Let us off immediately,’ a man demands.

  Por raises her coin sword above her head and calls, ‘Master Boatman, keep calm. I am Bao Min. I have come to help. Everything will be all right.’

  ‘Thank heavens, Madame Bao! The thing won’t let go of my oar!’

  I can see them now. Their boat is rocking wildly.

  ‘Quick, Ting Ting, get us in closer,’ Por says.

  With two strong pulls of the oar our boat glides beside theirs. The ghost rises into the air and hovers over us like a black shroud. A face as smooth as an egg emerges from the seaweed hair. No eyes, no mouth, no nose.

  The man screams. ‘What is it?’

  The woman buries her face in her hands. ‘I can’t look, I can’t look,’ she cries.

  Por shouts, ‘GUI . . . EEEE, KUAI! Ghost be gone!’ She slashes the air with her coin sword. The ghost whirls around to face us, throwing its seaweed hair towards Por like poisonous tentacles.

  But Por ducks and shouts again, ‘GUI . . . EEEE, KUAI!’ Her voice is like a Chinese chopper splintering bone, sharp and clean and piercing. ‘Quick, Ting Ting, the snake whip. Now!’

  I rummage around in my bag. I have to take out all my weapons because my whip is right at the bottom. Then as I pull it out, the knotted rope gets tangled with my coin sword and brass bells.

  ‘Kuai! Hurry,’ Por says.

  Finally I get everything untangled, stand up and snap my snake whip at the ghost. The end of it coils around the ghost’s waist. I snap my arm backwards and the ghost spins like a top. I repeat the movement. This time the ghost spins so fast that it begins to break apart.

  Por starts chanting. I join her. Our voices merge into one like a cicada chorus.

  As the ghost falls backwards towards the water Por holds out her mingshen mirror, drawing the ghost in with her coin sword. The white featureless face looks like a mask as it disappears into the mirror’s silvery surface.

  Por kneels in the boat, puts the mirror facedown on a sheet of red silk cloth, and uses a ghostlock fold to seal the ghost inside.

  Our job is done. The young couple can’t stop talking about the ghost. Their faces are still white with fear but they praise Por and me for saving them. The boatman thanks Por and hands over a small red packet of money. The woman gives me a bag of sweets. They’re a specialty from her hometown in the south of China, she says. I feel pleased with myself. It was a good fight.

Quiet falls over the Isle of Clouds as I row back home. All that can be heard is the soft swish swish of my oar.

  ‘I told you not to bring all that equipment,’ Por says, slicing the silence in two. ‘If you’d had to fight that ghost alone, it would have gotten the better of you.’

  ‘I would have gotten the better of it in the end,’ I snort. ‘I thought I did a good job. You’re never happy –’

  ‘Ai,’ Por sighs. ‘You will not improve if you won’t listen.’

  ‘Well, I was the one who finished off that ghost with my snake whip, wasn’t I?’ I say, the boat weaving a bit now.

  Por says nothing and a silence sits between us again.

  As I steer us in towards our little wooden house on stilts, I say, ‘I do try and listen, Por. It’s just that sometimes I get overexcited.’

  ‘I know,’ Por says, rubbing my hand. Her skin is rough against mine but warm and gentle. ‘Come on, let’s release this ghost and get to bed.’
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The ghost-fish pond here in our home at Isle of Clouds is a mini version of the one we have in Shanghai. It has the same talisman symbols engraved around the edge to keep the ghost-fish in.



  There are three main kinds of ghosts: the really evil ghosts like my grandfather Shen Da Pai, who we must destroy; the harmless ghosts called da duzi or fat-bellies, still tied to the world and not wanting to go, who we take to an entrance to the underworld or afterlife and release; and the rest, those spirits who are not dangerous but troublesome, who Por turns into fish and keeps in her pond either here or in Shanghai. That’s her specialty, something that she alone invented. She’s the greatest ghost-hunter that ever was. That’s what I think, anyway.

  Por carefully unwraps the mirror, tips it upside down and gives it a tap. ‘Off you go then,’ she says as if she’s sending her child to school for the first time.

  There’s a plop and a splash. A fish with a long black body and smooth oval face blinks up at us, then swims down into the darkness of the water.
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The next morning I go out to buy soya bean milk and dough sticks for our breakfast.

  As I walk along the canal, I hear the splash of a fish’s tail, a lark calling behind a high stone wall, the croaking of a frog. A tree overhanging the wall casts a shadow on the flagstones in the shape of a rabbit. A gust of wind blows and the rabbit leaps away.

  It reminds me of the last time Mama and Baba and I went out together. It was the night of the Mid-Autumn Festival. We ate mooncakes filled with lotus nut paste and salty duck egg then walked along the Shanghai Bund with crowds of people admiring the moon.

  The fable of how the rabbit came to live on the moon is one of my favourite stories. It goes like this:


  One day, disguised as a poor starving old man, the Jade Emperor begged for food from Fox, Monkey and Rabbit in order to test them. Fox brought back a fish caught from the river, Monkey picked some fruit from nearby trees. But poor Rabbit didn’t have any-thing but grass to offer the old man. Rabbit told Fox to gather wood, and Monkey to build a fire. Then he turned to the old man and said, ‘All I can offer is myself.’ He was about to sacrifice himself and jump into the fire when the Jade Emperor stopped him. For this, he was rewarded and given the honour of living on the moon as a faithful companion to Chang E, the beautiful lady in the moon.
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  I arrive at the food cart opposite the Isle of Clouds museum. Lao Su stands at a floured bench. He cuts a long sausage of dough into finger-length strips. Then just before he pops them into a wok of bubbling oil, he presses two together.

  ‘I heard about last night. It was good work Por did,’ Lao Su says. ‘That ghost was worrying us all.’

  I bristle. I want to say that I was the one who finished the ghost off, that Por didn’t do it alone. Some of the hot soya bean milk spills onto my hand as Lao Su ladles it into my stainless steel bucket. I bite my tongue and don’t say anything. What’s the use? I pay and leave.

  I’m at the door of my house when a boy steps from the shadows. His clothes are dirty and he smells bad.

  I am about to tell him to clear off when he says, ‘You live here?’

  ‘Why do you want to know?’ I eye him suspiciously.

  He holds up an envelope. ‘San Ni sent me.’

  ‘Never heard of him.’

  ‘Are you Bao Min?’

  I shake my head.

  ‘Then of course you haven’t heard of him.’

  I look closely at the boy. There’s a terror lurking behind his eyes that only comes from seeing a ghost. I’ve seen it in the eyes of clients many times before.

  ‘It’s urgent. Old Wang . . .’ His voice breaks and his bravado slips like an insect shedding its skin. He begins to cry.

  ‘I’m Bao Min’s granddaughter,’ I say. ‘Don’t worry. Everything will be all right. We’ll take care of it.’

  He wipes his frightened eyes and thrusts the letter into my hand. Then he disappears down the alleyway.

  I look at the envelope. There are stains; some even look like dried blood. I turn it over. On the back is an old Chinese seal with characters that read: Black Band Village.

  Where have I heard that name before?

  I squeeze my fingers around the letter. It must be a ghost-hunting job for Por. A tiny thought wriggles in my mind. What if I don’t give it to her? What if I take care of it myself? After all, she never gives me jobs to do alone except capture easy fat bellies. This could be a way to prove to her how good I really am.

  But as I go inside the house I push the thought away and call out. ‘Hui lai le! I’m back! There’s a letter for you, Por.’ I’ll find another time to prove myself.

  ‘The post has come early today,’ Por says from the bathroom.

  ‘It was hand-delivered,’ I say, propping open the wooden window beside the table, and getting out bowls, chopsticks and spoons. I lift the lid of the soya bean milk. The sweet aroma fills the small room. My tummy gurgles in anticipation.

  ‘A scruffy-looking boy brought it,’ I say. ‘On the back is a seal. Looks like someone from Black Band Village wants a job done – someone called San Ni and Old Wang . . .’

  Por comes out of the bathroom. She had been towel drying her hair but she stops and quickly takes the letter from me. A troubled look crosses her face as she reads it.

  ‘What’s wrong?’ I say.

  She doesn’t answer but I think I hear her breathe a name. Yang Bin.

  ‘Is it a job?’ I try again.

  ‘If I hurry I can catch the ten o’clock bus to Shanghai,’ Por says, going to her bedroom to dress.

  ‘Can I come too?’ I shout.

  ‘No, Ting Ting, I want you to take care of something here.’

  I sit up. Is Por finally going to give me a proper job?

  ‘Yes, Por . . .’ I say, waiting.

  She comes and sits down at the table. ‘You need to seal Bao Mansion,’ she says, taking a spoonful of soya bean milk and sipping it.

  A rising wave of panic churns inside me. It has only been six weeks since I fought the ghost of my grandfather in Bao Mansion and the memory of it is still raw. I fought him twice. The first time he hurt me so badly I ended up in hospital. It was only with Little Cloud’s help that we defeated and destroyed him. Every trace of him is gone. I know that. But the thought of going back to Bao Mansion this soon makes me feel as if I’m on a ship rolling on big waves.

  ‘Can’t I go with you now to Shanghai, then we come back and do it together?’ I say, trying not to show Por how scared I am of that place.

  Por looks at the lunar calendar on the wall. ‘You have to do it now, before the first quarter moon.’

  Then I remember what time of year it is. It is Zhongyuan Jie, Hungry Ghost Festival. In August during the full moon, the gates of the underworld open and ghosts mingle with the world of the living. People burn incense and leave offerings of food, spirit money and replicas of houses and cars, things that their loved ones liked when they were alive, Por told me. It has been a tradition for centuries, an important event to connect people with their ancestors and to appease ghosts who might otherwise do harm.

  We’re always especially busy this time of year clearing negative energy.

  ‘There’ll be a first quarter moon in a couple of days’ time,’ Por says, starting to eat. ‘If the sealing is not done by then, there’s a risk that other dangerous ghosts will be drawn there by the memory of Shen Da Pai. I promised the Tans the job would be completed so they can get on with their renovations.’

  She looks at me and rubs my arm. ‘Don’t worry, Ting Ting. It is simple and straightforward.’ Then she adds, ‘It is a pity Little Cloud isn’t here to help. You two were quite a pair together.’

  I stand up, knocking over my teacup. I catch it before it rolls off the table. ‘I can do it,’ I say, an angry knot forming in my throat. ‘I don’t need anyone’s help.’

  ‘I know,’ Por says, putting her chopsticks down. ‘I was proud of the way you handled the ghost of your grandfather. That was a hard thing for even the best ghost-hunter to do. And I know how you feel about Little Cloud. She is lucky because she has inherited her skills by being born into a long line of ghost-hunters. She will never know how to work as hard as you.’

  ‘It’s not fair,’ I say. ‘Why do some of us have to work hard and others get it easy?’

  ‘Life is not a competition,’ Por says. ‘It is not a race. The slower you take it, the more adept you will be at living. Remember the proverb: Ice frozen as deep as three feet does . . .’

  ‘ . . . not happen in one cold day. I know. I know.’ But I can’t look at her. I am still hurt by what she’s said. Little Cloud is a natural. And I am not.

  ‘It takes time to master a skill, Ting Ting.’ She picks up our bowls and chopsticks and takes them to the sink. ‘Have you seen my glasses?’

  ‘They’re on top of your head,’ I say.

  ‘Aiya.’ She sighs as she walks into the bedroom to pack. ‘I am getting quite forgetful lately.’

  Sometimes I worry about Por. She used to be as sharp as the blade of a butcher’s knife. She used to be the brightest sunflower in the whole field of sunflowers. But now . . .

  And ghost-hunting is demanding. Not only do you have to be agile and well trained with your weapons, but you have to think quickly in order to make the right decisions. I look at her muttering to herself as she puts books into her small black overnight bag. Tears come to my eyes and I wipe them away.

  Don’t be silly, Ting Ting, I tell myself. Por is still the best ghost-hunter there is.

  I turn to look out the window over the canal. It’s busy out there now – people washing clothes, cafes serving breakfast, tourists taking photos. I see a girl about my age in a red dress and blue shoes. Her dad’s taking her photo while her mum watches, smiling. I think how normal their lives must be, like mine would’ve been if my parents hadn’t died in that bus crash. Then I think if I hadn’t been adopted by Por I might have been adopted by a family just like that – a normal family who go on normal holidays to the Isle of Clouds.

  I feel a tap on my shoulder. Por hands me a pen and paper.

  ‘The protective powder for Bao Mansion consists of nine parts sap of the dragonblood tree, six parts scorpion, four parts hookvine, three parts long gu dragon bones and two parts myrrh. You will need to prepare enough powder to seal all the window ledges, doorways and the main gate.’

  I write down the formula.

  ‘You can cook the dumplings for your dinner. Put some shepherd’s purse in the soup. It will make it nice and tasty. And use the money from the jar for groceries.’

  ‘Yes, Por,’ I say. I want to ask her who Yang Bin is. And why is she keeping it all a secret? But Por’s face is closed. No matter how much I try, I know it will stay closed until she wants to share.



As we walk along the canal to the bus depot, I ask Por something that I’ve thought about a lot but have never been brave enough to ask. For some reason now seems to be the right time.

  ‘Por,’ I say. ‘Have I inherited Shen Da Pai’s bad genes like Little Cloud has inherited your good ones?’

  She doesn’t answer straightaway. We cross Kissing Bridge and make our way through the narrow laneways towards the outskirts of town.

  I’m about to ask her again when at last she says, ‘Why were the canals in the Isle of Clouds built in straight lines and not curves?’

  Por often does this, answers a question with a question.

  ‘To make it easier for the boats, of course,’ I reply.

  ‘And what if there was a huge rock in the way? Would it be best to try and remove it? Or would you redirect the canal around it?’

  I listen to our footsteps while I think of the right answer. Por’s short quick steps and my longer strides seem to beat out a rhythm.

  ‘It would be best to go around it.’

  Por nods.

  ‘So, are you saying that Shen Da Pai is my mountainous rock that I must navigate around because it will always be there?’

  ‘Exactly,’ Por replies. ‘And don’t forget he is my rock too. In life you will come up against many rocks. Some you have to go around, others you can remove. Or you think you have removed . . .’ Her words trail off and float across the canal.

  ‘Is that why you’re going to Black Band Village?’ I ask.

  ‘Yes. But I have something to do in Shanghai first and I have to gather more weapons.’

  ‘Is the job that dangerous?’

  I must have a worried look on my face because she squeezes my arm and smiles. ‘Your Por knows how to take care of herself.’

  As she goes up the steps of the bus, she says, ‘I will call you tomorrow night after you have sealed Bao Mansion.’

  ‘All right,’ I say.

The doors close and the bus chugs off, leaving me standing in a grey cloud of exhaust fumes.



  When I get home I walk down the steps past the ghost-fish pond to the small weathered door under the house where the herbs and powders are kept.

  I turn on the light. Lined up neatly on the shelves are all kinds of bottles and jars. Herbs hang from the rafters to dry, others are in flat trays on a long bench. Por has brought some of them with her from Shanghai. But the plants from Mount Mystery, the big purple mountain that stands over the Isle of Clouds, are always the most potent when treating a ghost from these parts.

  I begin assembling the powder according to Por’s formula. The irregular chunks of myrrh, the sap of the dragonblood tree that stains my hands, the hookvine, scorpion and dragon bones need to be crushed with a pestle and mortar. But I bring down the blender from upstairs, so instead of taking me most of the morning to pound them I’m done in half the time.

  Lastly, I mix them all together in a big bowl and pour the powder into a cloth bag and put the bag in my satchel. Now I just have to wait until tomorrow night.

  I go upstairs and take out my book of Tang dynasty poems. I don’t go to school anymore, not since I came to live with Por. She is my teacher now and the best teacher anyone can have. I’m learning a poem by heart. It’s by Li Bai, the same famous poet who wrote about Kissing Bridge. Some poems speak as if the poet is whispering in your ear. This one speaks to my heart.

The Yellow River I wanted to cross

But craggy ice blocked the way

The Taihong Mountain I wished to climb

But heavy snow darkened the sky.

Lo! Hard was the journey

Entangled was the journey

Full of thorny and misleading paths.






[image: ]



Bao Mansion had been in Por’s family for hundreds of years until my evil grandfather, Shen Da Pai, accused Por’s father of stealing money. He made the whole thing up, but Por’s father was sent to jail without trial. He died there five years later. That’s how my grandfather came to illegally own Bao Mansion.

  I hate him for what he did to Por’s family and I hate him for what he left behind for me to deal with – the Shen family name and its shame. That’s why I say that Por gave me the best gift a person can give anyone. In an act of incredible forgiveness, she adopted me, the granddaughter of her father’s murderer.

  Por says ghost-hunters have to be good right to the core. ‘They have to be able to feel a sense of rightness,’ she told me. ‘Being jealous or angry or greedy are things that cloud your sense of rightness. They blind you.’ I know in my head this is true. It’s my heart that’s stubborn and has trouble letting go.

  A cool wind whips across the canal as I walk up to Bao Mansion with its high wall, and iron gates in the shape of a Chinese vase. It’s a double-storey house, the biggest in the Isle of Clouds. Until recently it had been falling apart.

  When I was a baby we used to live in Bao Mansion, too, but I can’t remember that part of my life. After my grandfather Shen Da Pai died he left the house to his two sons, my father and my uncle. They were very different though. My father was kind and gentle while my uncle was greedy just like their father. He wanted the house all to himself, so he and his wife forced my parents out. That’s how we ended up in Shanghai. My uncle and his family lived in Bao Mansion up until six months ago. But he lost his money to a gangster and had to sell. Serves him right, I think.

  My life would have been so different if we had still been in the Isle of Clouds. Mama and Baba would be alive. No bus accident, no waiting for them to come home at night, no Por and no ghost-hunting. It’s like you’re following a path through the forest and bang! just like that you’re suddenly forced to take another.
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  Bao Mansion now belongs to Mr and Mrs Tan who are fixing it up as a spa hotel.

  As I go through the gate, the mansion looks like an old man on crutches with its covering of bamboo scaffolding for the workmen. I walk along the plank that bridges the muddy front yard and knock on the door. There’s barking and the shuffle of little feet coming towards me. The door opens.

  ‘Hello, Ting Ting,’ Mrs Tan says. She’s wearing a yellow shirt and dangly earrings with a tiny painted bird on each one. Their dog Pepe jumps up on my leg. I bend down and give him a tickle under the chin and he wags his tail.

  ‘Where is Bao Min?’ Mrs Tan says, looking expectantly towards the gate.

  ‘Something urgent came up. She had to go back to Shanghai,’ I say.

  I hear Mr Tan call out from inside the house, ‘Who is it?’

  ‘It’s Bao Min’s granddaughter, Ms Bao,’ Mrs Tan calls back.

  ‘Actually,’ I say, without thinking, ‘I’m adopted. My family name is Shen.’

  ‘Shen? Like the family who lived here before?’ Mrs Tan says, glancing at her husband who comes to stand beside her.

  ‘That ghost Bao Min got rid of was your relative?’ Mr Tan says. They look shocked. They had lived in the house with his ghost. They know how evil he was.

  ‘Um . . .’ I feel my face go hot. I hear the slow drip of a garden tap, the gurgle of pipes inside the house, and I want to turn and run away. I can feel Mr and Mrs Tan searching for something to say.

  Well, I tell myself in the awful silence, you can’t control what people think of you. But you can control what you do. And I’ve come to do a job.

  I straighten my shoulders and look them both in the eye.

  ‘Have you been feeling or hearing anything strange lately?’ This is exactly what Por would say.

  Mrs Tan shakes her head.

  ‘And what about Pepe? No growling, hiding in corners, anything like that?’

  ‘Pepe’s back to normal,’ Mr Tan says.

  ‘Good,’ I say. I pat the satchel slung over my shoulder. ‘I’ll get to work then. It will take me several hours. You’ve arranged to go out, right?’

  ‘Yes,’ Mrs Tan says, stepping aside to let me in. She tells Pepe to stay and, with another glance at her husband, pulls at his hand and they go out the door.

  I don’t know what they’ll say about me behind my back, but that’s not my worry now. A good ghost-hunter focuses on the job.

  Bao Mansion is made up of so many different strands of my life – Mama and Baba, Por, Shen Da Pai – and it feels like when I’m here they all jumble into a knot inside me. I almost died in this place, fighting that malicious spirit. Only with Little Cloud at my side had I finally been able to defeat him completely. We’d been like two sides of a mighty sword with the sharp blade between us. We were the weapon. But the fight had been terrible.

  I glance at my hand and see it trembling. Por has no idea how hard this job is for me. I look around. The large reception room has been painted since I was here last, but most of the furniture is still covered in white sheets. They look like ghosts themselves. Tall red pillars cast long shadows across the stone floor.

  There are twenty large rooms in the main house and five in the servants’ quarters. Every window and outer door must be sealed with a fine line of powder for protection and a chant placed over it. I take a deep breath and decide to do upstairs first.

  Por’s old room greets me with the smell of fresh paint. Carved fish swim around the window ledge. In the middle of the room sits an antique Chinese bed with a canopy and fine gauze curtains. It hasn’t been made up with mattress and sheets yet. It’s just a rosewood bed frame and a base made of woven cane.

  I wonder if this was once the bed Por slept in as a child. Maybe I even slept here when my family lived in Bao Mansion. I wipe my eye. It’s like my family has two streams, one good and pure, the other black and evil and smelly. I know within myself that the stream I come from is pure, but when anyone from the Isle of Clouds hears the name ‘Shen’ they wrinkle their nose.

  I finish sealing Por’s room. Each time I enter a room I stop, close my eyes, and sense for anything that does not feel quite right. Little Pepe keeps me company for a while, but gets bored and goes downstairs to his bed by the door.

  I hear the ringing of a bell outside. It’s the nightwatchman in the square telling everyone it’s eight o’clock and all is well.

  I go down the back stairs to the servants’ quarters. Once I finish there, I’m ready to begin on the bottom floor.

  When I go into what used to be Por’s father’s office, I shudder. This was where it happened, where Shen Da Pai’s strongbox had been hidden under the floor before Little Cloud found it. It was filled with all kinds of disgusting things: evil talismans like human teeth, matted hair, a dried skull. They were presented to my grandfather by a black magician and they had given him other-worldly powers — powers he used for evil.

  Little Cloud and I had destroyed the strongbox, but a faint smell still lingers, an odour that reeks of sadness. Deep within me, something begins twisting like a snake slowly crushing a mouse in its coils. I feel trapped, as if I’m climbing down into a well that’s getting darker and darker. The opening above is closing in on me. I have to get out of here.

  I begin sealing the windows and the bottom of the doors with the powder. I feel my body weakening from the emotion being spent. Finally, I reach the last window and scatter a fine line of powder. I try to keep my hand from shaking; the seals must be perfect. I place a chant over it.

  There, I’m done. And just in time.

  I hear Mr and Mrs Tan putting the key in the lock and Pepe greeting them with excited yelps.

  ‘Did you have a nice dinner?’ I ask, keeping my voice steady.

  ‘The food was good, but not spicy enough,’ says Mrs Tan.

  ‘We’ve decided to open a small restaurant here in our spa hotel that serves Sichuan food. Tan Yi is a very good cook,’ Mr Tan says, touching his wife’s arm. ‘Her family were originally from Chongqing, home of the spicy hotpot.’

  Mrs Tan smiles. ‘I still have all my mother’s recipes. You and Bao Min must come for a meal when it’s complete. How did you go with the house? All done?’
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  ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Just the front door and main gate left to do.’

  ‘Thank you, Ting Ting,’ says Mrs Tan. ‘We feel a lot safer now.’

  Mr and Mrs Tan are very friendly towards me although they know that I’m a Shen. I like them both even more. I smile back, bend over to pat Pepe and say goodbye.

  Once the door is closed, I lay down the powder across the threshold and walk away. I know there were no ghostly remnants of Shen Da Pai in Bao Mansion, but ghosts don’t only live in a place. They can lurk in your thoughts and fears. One day, I promise myself, I’m going to get rid of him for good.
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That night I wait for Por to ring like she said she would, but I can’t keep my eyes open. I have to go to bed. I dream of a whirlpool sucking everything into it. I’m caught in its circling currents, going round and round. Just before I disappear into the deep dark hole in the middle, I wake up with a start. I can’t sleep for the rest of the night.

  The following morning I call the number of our house in Shanghai. It’s strange that Por hasn’t rung me. If she says she’s going to call, she always does. The phone rings and rings until it rings out.

  Where could she be? She was so secretive about the job and that worries me even more.

  I drink the leftover soya bean milk and try reading, but my mind wanders all over the place. It always comes back to Por.

  I go for a walk along the canal. A cormorant dives underwater. It stays down for ages then bobs up to the surface with a fish in its beak. It stretches its head towards the sky and with two gulps swallows the fish whole.

  After lunch I try ringing again. Still no answer. I hate waiting. I waited for Mama and Baba to come home and now I’m waiting for Por. My stomach flip-flops coldly like that fish in the cormorant’s beak.

  I have to go to Shanghai to find her. Or has she left for Black Band Village already without telling me?

  I wait until night but Por doesn’t call.

  The next day I pack and catch the ten o’clock bus just in time. It’s old with holes in the roof and rusted side panels. If you’re unlucky enough to sit under one of those holes when it’s raining you have to put your umbrella up inside the bus.

  The driver stops to pick up a farmer with a woven basket full of ducks. He sits them in the middle of the aisle as we corkscrew through the mountains. Today, luckily, it’s a fairly smooth ride all the way to Shanghai.

  Our house in Shanghai is in the Luwan District. It used to be part of the old French Concession, so some of the houses are mansions. Not ours though. I walk down the main road under the plane trees which the French planted more than one hundred years ago, then turn into a maze of small laneways. Immediately the noise of the traffic disappears.

  Except for the occasional electric motor scooter, only people noise can be heard – a lady arguing, a washing machine thumping, the clink of dishes, the spit and crackle of vegetables in a wok. The pungent smell of black Chinkiang vinegar and roasting garlic fills the laneway.

  When Por and her family were forced out of Bao Mansion and moved to Shanghai, they had no money so she had to work. She was only a child. The couple she worked for had no children and over time loved Por as if she were their own. When they grew old and died, they left their house to her.

  A white cat with black markings on its back is sitting on a bicycle seat.

  ‘Hello, Bai Bai,’ I say.

  He looks nervously towards my house and suddenly draws back, hissing. Frowning, I watch him run away. Bai Bai is usually friendly to everyone.

  I go up to the big red moon gates set into a high stone wall and start to unlock them. But one side swings open before I even turn the key. It hangs there like a broken wing. Por is super strict about keeping the gates locked. Our ghost-hunting equipment is priceless, not to mention the antiques that she’s collected.

  I enter the courtyard, my senses on high alert. There could be a robber inside the house right now. Then I think with horror of Por and how she didn’t answer my phone calls. Is she lying inside injured?

  I call out, ‘Por! Are you here?’ as I push my key into the front door lock.

  No answer.

  I step inside. The house feels like an empty shell you might find washed up on the beach. I go from room to room to see if I can find any clues to where Por might be. Or what might have happened here. Did she even come home? Yes, there, draped over a chair, is the sweater she was wearing when she left the Isle of Clouds. But where’s her black overnight bag?

  ‘Por, I wish you’d tell me what you are doing,’ I cry into the empty house.

  I unlock the door to the secret room. What I notice first is not what’s there but what’s missing. There are empty spaces on the wall where the weapons should hang. She said she had to get more weapons, but this many? Por must expect to fight a mighty powerful ghost. The thought scares me, especially if she’s losing her powers. Recently she even got trapped in her own mingshen mirror and Little Cloud and I had to save her. Why hadn’t I thought of this before?

  Black Band Village – the seal on the letter comes back to me. That’s my only clue as to where she might be. But where is it? The name rings a faint bell. Something Por once told me about her husband.

  As I walk back through the house I glance out the window. My eyes fall upon the holey rock shaped like a man. It sits in the middle of the courtyard. Por always greets it whenever she comes home as if it’s a living thing. I’ve never asked her about it. It’s one of those things Por keeps to herself. Rocks have energy; that’s how Por gathers her powers before a battle. I wonder about this rock and go out to inspect it more closely. Por often loops her arm through one of the holes like she’s walking arm in arm with a real person. I do the same. For the first time, I feel an energy in the rock that vibrates through my body.

  ‘Are you the spirit of Por’s husband?’ I ask.

  There’s no answer. But I feel something sharp digging into my elbow. I look down. Tucked into a crevice in the body of the rock is a small black-and-white photo. I can’t believe I’ve never seen it before.

  I pull the photo out to look at it closely.

  Por is standing beside a well in a village square, arm in arm with a man. They look so young and happy. I turn it over. My heart beats faster. On the back written in blue biro are the words – Wedding Day, Black Band Village, Cinnabar Mountain, Anhui.

  I hurry inside. In the lounge room I find the atlas of China. It’s a huge book and I drag it out onto the floor. I find the page for Anhui Province. Then I search for Cinnabar Mountain.

  And there it is! There’s even a black spot with Black Band Village written in very small characters.

  It’s a long way away. I sit back on my heels to think. What if I’m wrong and Por isn’t there at all? I’d be going all that way for nothing. But what if she is and she needs help? It’s a dilemma.

  I decide the Yi Jing, the ancient Book of Changes, will tell me what to do.

  I take out the forty-nine yarrow stalks and lay them on the table. Then I begin dividing them into separate piles. The final hexagram I get is:

  Hidden dragon in a field. Do not act.

  And:

  Arrogant dragon will have cause to repent.

  I frown. That’s not the result I was after. Is it telling me there’s too much danger for me to go? Or am I the arrogant dragon? I sigh. ‘Well, Yi Jing, you are wrong today. I’m going, like it or not. I know Por’s in danger.’

  I go to my room to pack.

  It looks like a baboon has run amok in here. But I know exactly where everything is. What’s the use of tidying up when it’s only going to get messy again, I think.

  I pack warm clothing into my rucksack then go to the secret room and fill my weapons bag. This time I make sure that I pack everything neatly, wrapping up my snake whip so that it won’t become tangled with anything else. Por would be proud of me.

  Lastly I take nuts, fruit and chocolate from the kitchen and lock the house.

  As I cross the courtyard, I stop to look at the pond. I wait for the fish to come. They’re always hungry, especially the big mean orange fish I call Big Mouth with his staring bulging eyes.

  But the water remains still and clear. I lean over the edge. There should be about twenty ghost-fish! I use a stick and stir the water in case the fish are hiding among the water plants. But the pond is empty.

  Did a bird eat them? Or a cat? I think of Bai Bai and how strangely he was behaving. He would never eat the fish, but perhaps he saw something.

  My heart begins thumping.

  I look back at the broken gate swinging on its hinge. Nothing was disturbed in the house. So did someone come just to steal the fish? Por has carved powerful talisman symbols around the pond to keep the fish in. But what happens to the ghost-fish when they’re away from the pond? Do they become the ghosts of their former selves again? I have a bad feeling, but I don’t have time to work it out. Finding Por is far more important.

  I get some rope from the shed and tie the gate closed. We’ll have to get Old Ning to fix it when we come back.

  My first destination will be a river town called Goose Gate Pass. Then on to Cinnabar Mountain.
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The sky darkens to night as the bus climbs the steep winding road. Ominous clouds shaped like fish swim amongst the mountain peaks.

  In the fields, stacks of dried straw look like yellow witches’ hats.

  The bus is full, almost every seat taken. Next to me sits a lady wearing a rainbow-coloured jacket. Every time she turns the page of her romance novel a fishy smell wafts out of the book.

  Those missing ghost-fish have really gotten to me.

  Without taking her eyes off the page, she digs her hand into a bag and grabs a handful of watermelon seeds, which she puts on the fold-out table in front of her. Her teeth do a little dance as she cracks, peels back the shell and extracts the kernel. I can’t be bothered with all that hard work just to get at something that’s hardly bigger than a grain of rice. Patience, that’s what you need. And I don’t have any of that. I remember Mama saying that I was so impatient to be born that she didn’t have time to get to the hospital, just had me right there in the back seat of the taxi.

  The watermelon-seed lady is leaning back now, eyes closed, snoring lightly. The bag of seeds has tipped over and seeds are dropping two by two onto the floor of the bus. I lean over, and roll the top of the bag shut. When I sit back up, I jump with surprise. She’s looking right at me. How strange and vacant her eyes are, like empty mirrors.

  ‘You should go back,’ she says. Her voice has a weird echo.

  ‘W . . . what?’ I say.

  ‘The Yi Jing was right. Do not act. Cause to repent. Do not go to the mountain.’
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  And just as quickly she’s asleep again.

  How did she know I consulted the Book of Changes? Did I imagine what just happened?

  I sleep for a while but then someone starts kicking the back of my seat. I turn around and glare at a boy who is sitting on his dad’s lap. He looks to be about ten years old – too big not to have his own seat, I think. The dad lifts up a newspaper. The boy and the newspaper merge into one as if the boy is in a photo on the front page.

  If he can do that, he’s not that man’s son at all. He’s a da duzi – a fat belly ghost.

  When a person dies, their soul has forty-nine days to pass through to the underworld or afterlife. But sometimes it doesn’t want to leave and can become stuck between two worlds. This is when Por and I step in. We take them to one of the many entrances and send them through. They usually go willingly. But sometimes we have to convince them to let go.

  Fat-bellies like playing tricks on people. And this one is no exception. The boy starts jumping from one passenger’s lap to another. He tugs at their magazines, spills their food and tickles their necks like an annoying little monkey. The passengers can’t see him though and some are blaming the person sitting next to them. Arguments are flaring up around the bus. The fat belly thinks it’s a big joke, grinning the whole time and cackling. Now he’s hanging upside down from the roof. He starts crawling slowly towards the driver. I see him take a small feather from his pocket and begin tickling the driver’s nose with it.

  The driver sneezes. The bus swerves from one side of the road to the other. Passengers scream. Fat bellies don’t mean to cause harm, but this could be disastrous. I have to do something and fast.

  I make my way up to the front of the bus. I point a three finger mudra at the da duzi. At the same time I whisper a chant.

  The fat belly freezes on the back of the driver’s seat. He won’t cause anymore trouble, not for the time being anyway.

  I ask the driver how long before we reach Goose Gate Pass.

  ‘Half an hour,’ he says.

  I nod and take a seat behind the driver just in case the da duzi needs refreezing.



Soon we are on flat ground. At the first light of dawn, the bus pulls into Goose Gate Pass, a small town on

the banks of Monkey River. From here I’ll need to take a boat to the foot of Cinnabar Mountain and walk the rest of the way.

  The watermelon-seed lady gets off the bus along with everyone else. I notice she doesn’t have any luggage, not even a handbag. Very strange.

  After all the passengers have gotten off, I stay to talk to the driver. Small beads of sweat pimple his forehead.

  ‘Do you always have this much trouble with your passengers?’ I ask him.

  He lets out a big sigh. ‘I’ve been driving the same route for ten years without any incident. But the last few trips have been a nightmare. I don’t know what’s going on.’ He mops his brow with a frayed towel.

  I think about the watermelon-seed lady with the strange eyes and no luggage. What if she was a ghost? I think about the fat belly boy frozen on the back of the seat. I think about the other passengers. What if they’re all ghosts?

  But if they’re all ghosts, where are they going?

  I get off the bus with the driver. As he heads towards the shops, I duck back onto the bus. I have a da duzi to help and a huge ghost problem to solve.

  The fat belly is starting to unfreeze.

  ‘Hello,’ I say.

  The boy looks around and rubs his head. ‘Are you talking to me?’

  I nod. ‘I know what you are and I can help you.’

  He smiles. ‘Are you one too?’

  I’m not going to tell him that I’m a ghost-hunter. That might scare him. So instead I say, ‘I can help you get to where you need to go. How long have you been . . . on the bus?’ I was going to say haunting but decide against it.

  ‘I can’t tell time anymore, not since it . . . you know . . . since it happened,’ he says.

  He jumps down from the back of the driver’s seat and looks out the door. Then he lifts his face and sniffs as if there’s something in the air. ‘I have to go. Bye!’

  ‘Wait! Where are you going?’ This is really strange. Fat bellies usually stay in the one place.

  ‘I don’t know, but I have to go that way.’ He points up the river in the direction of Cinnabar Mountain.

  I chew on my knuckle as the fat belly starts drifting off towards the river. A terrible thought has suddenly occurred to me. What if the ghosts are all going to the same place? And what if that place is Black Band Village?

  I jump off the bus and head towards the riverboat, following the fat belly. I’m certain now that Por has gone up the mountain. If that’s where all the ghosts are going, she is sure to be right in the thick of it.

  And so will I.
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The bus depot at Goose Gate Pass has a small shop attached to it. I buy a packet of biscuits. They are plump, covered with crisp flaky pastry and filled with red bean paste. Yum! I also buy an apple juice and a ticket for the boat journey upriver to Cinnabar Mountain.

  ‘You’re not from around here,’ the man behind the counter says. He has big ears with long, fleshy earlobes.

  ‘No,’ I say. ‘I’m from Shanghai.’

  ‘You really shouldn’t go up that mountain,’ he says.

  A tiny shiver tickles the back of my neck. Another warning. How bad is this place?

  I board the boat and go up on the top deck. On both sides of us, craggy red cliffs rise sharply into a cool grey sky.

  I see a flash of brown, then movement as a troupe of monkeys jump from ledge to ledge like acrobats in a circus. They seem to be screaming out a caution as we chug past.

  The passengers point and laugh and take photos. Click click, whirr.

  I eye them suspiciously as I bring my weapons bag to the front. Are these all ghosts too? Por can tell right away, but I’m not experienced enough and sometimes I can be fooled. Ghosts can choose to show themselves or not.

  Further up the river I hold my breath as we head straight for a flock of ducks. It looks like we’re going to hit them, but as the boat approaches some fly away and others paddle to the side. Then they regroup, bobbing up and down on the boat’s wake like wooden toys.

  I wander down from the top deck. The lower deck smells of engine fuel and salted fish. I wrinkle my nose. The boatman starts singing from his cabin at the front of the boat. He’s wearing a brimless olive-green cap and his wrinkled face is brown from the sun. He has the kind of voice that’s perfect for singing folk songs about the plains, the rivers and the mountains.

  I close my eyes as he sings of animal life along the river, of the monkeys and birds, of the men who drive the boats. He sings of a local hero, a rebel who lived on Cinnabar Mountain, who fought for the people against a government that took their money to fill their own pockets.
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  Then he sings a haunting song about the daughter of a boatman who became trapped in a fisherman’s net and drowned.

  He sings with such feeling that I wonder if the story is true. Tears prick my eyes as I think about Mama and Baba. I wipe them away.

  A man comes around with a tray selling snacks.

  I buy walnuts and red dates. Por says walnuts are good for the brain because they look like miniature brains, and red dates calm the spirit. Two things I need a lot of right now.

  I want to find out more about Black Band Village so I make my way to the boatman’s cabin.

  ‘That was a beautiful song, Master Boatman,’ I say.

  He nods and smiles, but I see a deep sadness in his eyes.

  ‘I’m going to Black Band Village. Is it far up the mountain?’

  He pulls his head back and looks at me. ‘What’s your business at Black Band?’ he asks. Up close, I can see one tooth is missing and the one next to it wobbles as he speaks.

  ‘My aunt and uncle live there. I’m going to visit them,’ I lie. ‘I haven’t seen them for a long time and my mum –’

  ‘I wouldn’t be going there if I was you, Missy,’ he says. His brow furrows into a frown. ‘There’s been strange goings on up there lately.’

  I offer the boatman some dates. I want him to tell me more. He takes one and pops it into his mouth. ‘What sort of goings on?’ I ask innocently.

  He doesn’t answer my question but says instead, ‘Aiya.’ He sighs. ‘Black Band Village used to be a good place, you know. Hei Jin is our local hero.’

  ‘Was that who you were singing about?’ I ask.

  He nods. ‘He lived about a hundred years ago. The local government officials were stealing money from the poor people and pretending that it was for taxes. Hei Jin gathered a band of men to get it back. Called themselves the Black Bandanas, they did. They’d steal from those bad officials and give it to the farmers and villagers. That’s how Black Band Village began. But then a tragedy happened.’

  My ears prick up. ‘What was that?’

  ‘Well, one of his men, you see, wanted power so much he killed Hei Jin to become leader. They were walking the treacherous cliff path one morning and that man just pushed him off the edge.’

  I shiver at the thought. It’s the same thing that happened between Por’s father and my grandfather, Shen Da Pai. Shen Da Pai didn’t push him off a cliff, but he may as well have. I already hate this man, the one who killed the hero.

  ‘What was his name?’ I ask.

  ‘His name was Yang Bin,’ the boatman says. ‘He, too, fell to his death that day though. Lost his footing when he pushed Hei Jin. At least justice was done right away. After that the villagers said the cliff path was haunted.’

  Where have I heard that name before?

  I pull out the chocolate from my knapsack to calm my nerves.

  ‘What happened then?’ I say, offering the boatman a piece.

  ‘Thank you, Missy,’ he says. ‘Well, many years later, Yang’s ghost came back to haunt the village. Scared the villagers almost out of their minds until a young ghost-hunter was called to fix the problem.’

  I lean forward. ‘And who was that?’

  ‘Don’t know exactly. Just know they never had a problem again.’ He pauses. ‘Until recently that is.’

  ‘Well, thank you, Master Boatman. It’s been nice talking to you.’

  ‘And to you, young lady. You be careful now.’

  I leave the driver’s cabin and go back through to the main deck. So there is something weird going on in Black Band Village. The villagers must have called Por to help, like they did the last time. I just know she was the young ghost-hunter the boatman was talking about.

  I see the fat belly and go and sit down beside him. He’s humming to himself softly.

  ‘Hello,’ I say, holding out my block of chocolate. ‘Would you like a piece?’

  He shakes his head. ‘Nothing tastes like it used to,’ he says sadly.

  I feel sorry for him. As a ghost-hunter I should be taking him to one of the entrances to the underworld so he can pass through to the other side. But I can’t do that unless he’s willing.

  He sits up and puts his small hand on mine. ‘Will you come with me? I’m a little bit scared.’

  ‘Do you know where you’re going?’ I ask.

  ‘I sort of do. I’ve never been there before but it’s like something inside me knows the way. As if I’m being pulled by a rope around my tummy.’

  ‘Well, I’m going up the mountain myself so we might as well go together,’ I say. ‘You could show me the way.’

  ‘Oh, goodie,’ he says, clapping his hands.

  He puts his hand in mine and we sit in silence the rest of the way. I’ve never known such an affectionate fat belly.

  As we round a bend in the river I see the mountain up ahead. It is blue-green against the morning sky with bursts of orange and red on its side.

  ‘Cinnabar Mountain, next stop!’ the boatman sings through the loudspeaker, and as he does, he nods at me.

  I nod a thank you back.

  ‘Come on,’ says the fat belly.

  I take my knapsack and weapons bag and make my way to the door. We’re not the only ones getting off. About twenty other passengers are getting off too. I’m guessing they’re ghosts. I try acting like I don’t see them. I don’t want them to become suspicious of me. And I certainly don’t want them to know that I’m a ghost-hunter.
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The path is an easy climb at first, passing between ancient gingko trees. But soon I’m on narrow steps and the climb gets more difficult. Of course the fat belly finds it easy, floating above me. Sometimes he dashes off to look at something. Even though he’s a ghost, he still has the curiosity of a little boy.

  Now giant cedars shoot straight up towards the sky. With their arms outspread and thick with pine needles barely any light penetrates. It’s getting colder, darker and spookier.

  I often climb Mount Mystery looking for herbs with Por. So I’m used to steep slopes and narrow tracks. But this mountain is much higher, the air much thinner.

  ‘Come on!’ the da duzi calls out to me. He’s way up ahead and when I reach him he’s sitting on a rock, his arms crossed, legs swinging. ‘You remind me of someone but I can’t remember who,’ he says.

  ‘Is it someone from your family?’ I say, panting as I climb up onto the rock to sit beside him.

  ‘Oh,’ he says, looking down at his hands. ‘I can’t remember who my family are anymore.’

  This can happen sometimes. Fat bellies can even forget who they themselves once were.

  ‘It will be all right, I promise,’ I say.

  He looks at me, cocking his head to one side. Then his eyes grow big. ‘That’s it! I remember now. My jie jie used to say exactly the same thing. I miss my big sister a lot.’ He sighs and I take his small hand.

  The first thing I notice the higher we get is the silence – no birds, not even the sound of insects. It’s as if I’m the only living creature up here.

  I see something flitter between the trees. Then something else shimmering to my right. They’re too large to be birds. But they don’t make a sound, so they couldn’t be wild animals. Are they the ghosts who are being drawn up the mountain?

  I grip the strap of my weapons bag and draw my scarf tighter around my neck.

  Soon the path begins to zigzag in and out of huge rust-coloured boulders. Where the going gets steep, steps have been chiselled into the rocks. Where the path dips into shadow, moss covers the path making it dangerously slippery. Here and there bushes cling onto any bit of dirt they can find.

  Hours later I stop to rest again. As I perch on a fallen log, I look through the trees. Way down below I see Monkey Cliff River, like a brown snake slithering along the valley floor. The fat belly beckons me urgently on – the pull is obviously getting stronger. I get up wearily and follow him.

  Suddenly the path ends at a sheer rock face. Narrow wooden planks disappear around the edge of a cliff. I’m not scared of heights but I can see in some places the planks are split or missing. I look down to the valley floor. It’s a long, long way down. I’ll have to sidle along very carefully, my face flat against the cliff wall. One wrong step and I will plummet to my death.

  ‘Hurry, we’re nearly there,’ the fat belly says and he takes off, his feet not touching the wooden boards. In a few moments he’s out of sight around the rock-face.

  For once in my life I wish I was a ghost. And if I’m not careful, I might end up as one!

  I’m about to take the first step onto the planks when I remember what the boatman said. This must be the place where the hero Hei Jin was pushed by his enemy, and they both fell to their deaths. My heart starts hammering. Didn’t the villagers say this path was haunted?

  I take a deep breath, put my palms flat against the rock face, and sidle along. The weight of my pack is the thing that worries me most. It seems to want to pull me out into the void. I take each step with concentrated effort, making sure I place my feet in just the right spot. In one place a board snaps and for one terrifying moment my foot is dangling into empty space. I haul myself up.

  Concentrate, Ting Ting! I tell myself.

  I keep edging forward for what seems like an hour and at last I’m around the cliff. I step off the path into thick forest and fall on my knees. I want to kiss the earth like they do in the movies.

  The fat belly floats over me. ‘What are you doing?’ he says.

  ‘Resting. That path was a nightmare. I don’t see how the villagers use it, especially if they have to lug anything heavy. It would be impossible over that narrow plank path.’

  ‘They don’t,’ the fat belly says.

  ‘What? What’re you talking about?’

  ‘Over there, on the other side of the boulders, is a narrow road leading right up to the village. I saw cart tracks. That must be the way they come and go.’

  ‘Why you little –’

  ‘Sorry,’ he says with a grin. ‘I forgot you were human.’

  ‘Did you now?’ I say. I get up and chase the fat belly around. But he flits off through the trees and disappears. I have a smile on my face. He really is just a cheeky little boy.

  The crack of a twig makes me stop in my tracks. I look towards the sound. I can see someone hiding behind the stand of trees. ‘Hey,’ I call out. But the person runs off.

  Before I can follow, a thick fog suddenly swirls down from the top of the mountain. It’s like a wet, soft spiderweb winding itself around me. I hurry on. I need to get to the village before I get lost.

  I’m careful to stick to the path. Even my footsteps are muffled as if I’m walking on silk. I wish the fat belly would come back. I could really do with his help right now.

  I walk on a while but it’s hard to tell how long as my sense of time weaves around the spindly trees like the fog. I am blind except for the path beneath my feet.

  Suddenly the hair at the nape of my neck lifts and it’s like someone is running an icy finger across my skin. I turn, staring into the mist, but there’s nothing there.

  I stumble on, my arms out in front of me now. I’ve lost the path. All I know is that I have to go up.

  Then I am pushing through the fog and there in front of me, as if floating on clouds on top of the world, are the wooden walls of a village.
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I watch and wait but no one comes or goes through the half-open gates. Finally, I take a deep breath and slip into the village.

  A pile of firewood is stacked against the inside wall. I squat down to hide behind it. The village is small, maybe only about fifteen or twenty houses that run up the slope on either side of a rough stony road. A goat bleats from his stall under one of the houses behind me and I jump. It seems to be grinning at me, its mouth moving in circles as it chews some grass.

  It looks like the villagers are getting ready for a festival because red lanterns are strung from house to house. But where are the villagers? It’s afternoon and the place is deserted.

  The wind blows a piece of paper against my leg. I pick it up, thinking it’s money until I look at it more carefully. Then I remember. It’s nearly Hungry Ghost Festival, when all the entrances to the underworld are open and ghosts – including those of dead ancestors – come out to wander about the earth. People burn these bank notes or spirit money for the souls of their ancestors to use in the afterlife.
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  I sit back on my heels to think. So if the ghosts I saw on my way up are being drawn to Black Band Village, and in a few days’ time all the entrances to the underworld will be open, that would be a lot of ghosts. This must be the reason why Por was called. But what or who is drawing them all here?

  I wonder where my little friend, the fat belly, is. He might know more now that he’s arrived. I have to find him. And I have to find Por. Something isn’t right about this place.

  Suddenly, a lady with her hair tied back in a bun at the nape of her neck and wearing loose-fitting pants and cloth shoes steps out of one of the houses. She starts down the stony road towards where I’m hiding. I can’t tell if she’s a ghost or a villager. There’s only one way to find out. I’ll have to face her.

  I don’t want her to know that I’m a ghost-hunter, so I hide my weapons bag under a hessian sack and step into the square.

  ‘Ni hao, Ayi. Hello, Auntie,’ I say politely. ‘I’m looking for someone. Can you help me?’

  She smiles. ‘Who are you looking for, little friend?’

  ‘My grandmother, Bao Min. Her husband is from Black Band Village and I believe she came back for Hungry Ghost Festival.’

  She narrows her eyes and looks at me closely.

  ‘There are many visitors here for the festival,’ she says. ‘I haven’t come across anyone with that name. I’m sure you will find her at the banquet tonight.’ Then she hurries off before I can ask her: What banquet? And where is everyone?

  I walk on.

  A curtain moves, and a woman’s face appears at the window of one of the houses. A man stands behind her in the shadows. They both look scared. When they see me staring they quickly let the curtain fall.

  As I continue up the narrow road one house draws my attention. There’s a sack hanging over the lintel as if it’s covering something up. And it’s the only house without a red lantern. I wonder why.

  ‘I hear you are looking for Bao Min,’ a powerful voice behind me says.

  I turn to find a tall man with wide shoulders looming over me. He smiles and his teeth are bright red. I draw back in surprise and then realise that he’s chewing betel nut.

  He spits a red gob of saliva onto the ground. It lies there like blood.

  ‘Do you know her?’ I say. ‘I’m Bao Min’s granddaughter.’

  ‘I know her very well,’ the tall man says. ‘I have known her for many years.’ His lips turn up at the corners but his eyes remain cold. I don’t like him at all. And I don’t like the way he leans in towards me like he’s going to pounce. I take a step back.

  I’m about to ask if he is Old Wang or San Ni, the one who wrote the letter to Por, when I notice something strange about his eyes. They bulge slightly and are deep and mesmerising. Where have I seen them before? I want to ask him but my heart tells me not to trust this man.

  ‘Do you know where I can find my grandmother?’ I ask instead. ‘I’ve had a long journey.’

  ‘She’s probably catching up with old friends, but she’ll be at the banquet tonight. It starts at six o’clock, in the big house closest to the square.’

  ‘Where are all the villagers?’ I ask.

  ‘Oh, they’re all in their houses preparing food,’ he says. ‘It’s going to be quite a feast. What is your name?’

  ‘Ting Ting,’ I reply.

  His lips turn up again into a false smile that makes me shiver.

  ‘Well, Bao Ting Ting, I have important matters to attend to. I will see you later.’ With that he turns and strides off, his hands clasped behind his back like an emperor surveying his kingdom.

  I decide to keep going up the hill to get a view of the whole village. Leading away from the very last house is a well-worn track. I follow it and right near the top I find a semi-circular grave set into a grassy mound. The inscription on the gravestone reads: Here lies our great hero, Hei Jin, who drove out corrupt officials and helped the poor and needy. May his memory last as long as heaven and earth.

  I step back and bow with respect three times. Then I pick some wildflowers to place on his grave.








[image: ]





  I sit, looking out over the small village, trying to spot any movement. I think about Hei Jin and that bad man Yang, who pushed him off the cliff and then fell to his death too.

  All the hatred I feel for my evil grandfather Shen Da Pai comes rushing back. Both Hei Jin and Por’s father died because of someone’s greed and jealousy.

  I rest my back against the warm gravestone, taking in the last rays of the afternoon sun. My eyelids grow heavy. In a moment I am asleep.





When I wake up, it’s almost dark and I’m chilled to the bone. My breath steams into the air and one arm prickles with pins and needles. The village below is all lit up. Red lanterns sway in the wind. But there’s still not a soul about. I look at my watch. Six-fifteen. I’m late for the banquet. 



  I hurry down the track to the road. I can’t wait to see Por. At the same time I can’t get rid of a growing fear that makes me sweat even though my body is cold.

  Please be there, Por. I need you.
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When I enter the large house in the square, the first thing I do is look around for Por. The place is filled with people sitting on benches at long tables. On a dais at the front is a table carved with dragons and fish. That must be for the important people. I wonder if Por might be one of them.

  As I stand in the doorway not knowing what to do, the lady I met earlier comes up to me. She ushers me to a place beside her.

  ‘I can’t see my grandmother,’ I say.

  ‘She’ll be here soon,’ she says.

  A few minutes later the door opens and everyone turns. It’s the tall man with the bulging eyes and red teeth.

  Everyone stands except for me. To my horror I can’t move anything except my eyes. What’s wrong with me? The lady puts her hand on my arm as if to hold me down, but there’s no need. I am helpless. And I don’t have my weapons bag. It’s still under the hessian sack behind the woodpile.

  ‘That’s our wonderful leader,’ the lady says. I can’t see her face because I can’t turn my head. But I hear in her voice that she is full of admiration.

  The tall man greets everyone and they all sit down. Then the weirdest thing happens. Everyone picks up their chopsticks and begins eating, smacking their lips together and commenting on how delicious the food is. Only there is no food. The tables are completely bare.

  ‘A toast,’ says one man.

  Everyone raises pretend glasses and says, ‘To our great leader, the all-powerful Yang Bin.’

  My heart lurches at the sound of that name. Yang Bin! But he’s dead! I have fallen into a nest of ghosts. Nobody knows where I am, I’m defenceless, and I don’t know where Por is.

  Ting Ting, you fool.

  Then I see my little friend, the fat belly. A flutter of hope rises inside me. But it quickly fades again. Now that he’s under Yang Bin’s spell will he even know me?

  He’s sitting at the next table facing me but not looking in my direction. He’s eating some imaginary food. I will him to turn his head. Miraculously, he does.

  Please, please, fat belly, help me, my eyes plead.

  He looks at me and at first I think he doesn’t know me. But then I see the tiniest nod. I blink slowly with relief and try to smile, but my lips are like wood.

  A trio of musicians comes forward. I think they’re ghosts too. One is carrying an erhu, or Chinese violin, one a bamboo flute and the third a pipa, or Chinese lute. They bow to Yang Bin then sit down and begin to play.

  The music is quite beautiful – it’s a mountain tune with bird calls from the flute and the sound of waterfall and rain from the erhu. And finally a galloping horse from the pipa.

  I sit, unable to move, desperately trying to think of a plan.

  After a few more songs, Yang Bin rings a bell. At once silence falls over the room as he stands, tall and commanding.

  ‘We are here today,’ he says loudly, ‘to celebrate the history of our glorious rebellion, when we overthrew the corrupt government officials who took our money, our children, our lands, and our lives.’

  Cheers and applause ring out around the room. I want to cry out, ‘It wasn’t you! It was Hei Jin!’

  ‘This festival also celebrates our new allies and friends, those soon to come. Together we will sweep to victory over those who still would keep us buried, those in whose eyes we are nothing but dead, not worthy of thought.’

  What is he talking about? Allies and friends? Those soon to come?

  Every face is entranced, gazing at Yang Bin in admiration.

  ‘You look tired,’ I hear the lady say. Her voice sounds distant. ‘I’ll take you to my house where you can rest.’

  I try desperately to sing a warding-off chant but only grunts and groans come from my throat. Then I’m being lifted into the air. Greedy ghost eyes follow me as if I’m their next meal. I pray that I’m not. The last thing I see of them as I’m carried through the door is the little fat belly. He watches me go with a worried expression.

  They take me to a house halfway up the hill. It’s pitch black inside but nobody lights a lamp. Ghosts can see even better in the dark because they belong to Yin, the world of shadow.

  I’m thrown on a bed, cold and shivering. My limbs are twisted underneath me but I can’t move to get comfortable. I lie for hours, long after everyone is gone, too scared to sleep, until finally exhaustion overtakes me.
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I wake to a narrow shaft of light shining directly in my eye. It’s the new dawn streaming through a single torn hole in the paper window.

  I try to move, but can’t.

  I look at my arms and legs. They’re tied with rope!

  I struggle and scream. At least I’m not paralysed any more and have my voice back. I hear movement outside the room.

  Yang Bin comes in with a dozen or so ghosts. They look like ordinary villagers, but this time I feel the coldness coming from their bodies. They circle the bed like vultures, peering down at me as if I’m an insect pinned to a board.

  ‘Why am I tied up?’ I say, trying not to sound scared. But my voice is croaky from disuse.

  ‘Body parts,’ Yang Bin says. The others nod.

  I struggle. The ropes cut into my skin. ‘What do you mean?’ I say.

  ‘It’s simple. I need to sacrifice a ghost-hunter,’ Yang Bin says. ‘When the gates of the underworld are fully open, I will use your sacrifice to attract more allies. Soon I will have a huge ghost army.’

  He turns to the other ghosts and they begin to chant, ‘And the hordes of the dead will march to war on the land of the living.’

  A ghost army marching on the living? The thought terrifies me!

  Every year during the festival, ghosts come through the entrances of the underworld into our world. It’s okay. It’s just something that happens, a tradition. But if Yang Bin wants to raise a ghost army and entice ghosts to join him by offering a ghost-hunter as sacrifice, he could wreck havoc on the earth. We are their natural enemy and I have no doubt that ghosts would relish the chance to destroy us.

  ‘Let me go now!’ I scream and pull against the ropes. ‘I’m just an apprentice ghost-hunter. I’m not all that powerful.’

  ‘If you are the granddaughter of Bao Min, then you are part of a long and powerful line of ghost-hunters.’

  ‘But I’m not her real granddaughter. I’m a Shen,’ I say desperately.

  ‘It matters not. I can sense that you are a ghost-hunter. And a powerful one, though still young.’ He laughs. ‘She knows that and has trained you, and that is all that counts.’

  I almost laugh along with him. Por doesn’t think I’m a powerful ghost-hunter. She doesn’t think I’m ready yet, and I’ve proven her right. I leapt before thinking and now I’m totally useless.

  ‘Where is my Por?’ I ask, my voice coming out small and shaky. ‘You told me she’d be at the banquet.’

  ‘We lied.’

  He smiles and it looks like his mouth is dripping blood.



I lie on the mattress, sweating all over. I’m scared, so scared it’s like a bamboo splinter through my soul. Yang Bin has left, placing two ghosts to guard the outside door. I struggle, but except for the fingers of my left hand, which I’ve been able get loose, I’m tightly bound. It’s all I can do to move my toes back and forth a little.

  I close my eyes in frustration. Outside in the village I can hear cheering and chanting. The ghost army is already preparing for war.

  Then I hear a creak. When I open my eyes, a boy is standing at the foot of the bed. I have to bend my head to see him. It’s hard work to hold it up. I let it drop back and say loudly, ‘Where’s your knife?’

  The next thing I know he’s at my side with his hand over my mouth.

  ‘Quiet!’ he whispers. ‘They mustn’t know I’m here.’

  ‘You want first cut of the body parts, right?’ I mumble against his hand.

  ‘No, no. And will you be quiet?! I’m here to help.’

  Something in his tone is truthful. I nod. He takes his hand away. He’s about twelve years old and very skinny. His hair is long and hangs over his ears. His threadbare vest is way too small for him and underneath it is a grubby grey shirt. He smells like he hasn’t bathed for months.

  ‘There are things you need to know,’ he says, brushing his hair out of his eyes.

  ‘How about untying me?’ I say.

  ‘Soon. I need you to listen first.’

  I can see that this kid has looked after himself for a long time and probably has no parents, like me. ‘Okay. What?’

  I’ve managed to loosen the ropes around my left arm. I can move my hands!

  ‘The people in this village aren’t what they seem.’

  ‘I know what they are,’ I say. ‘Why don’t you just help me get loose? That Yang Bin guy might come back any moment.’

  It’s as though he doesn’t hear me because he says, ‘They are all . . .’ He stops. ‘But you wouldn’t believe me, even if I told you.’

  ‘Why don’t you try me?’ I say, exasperated. I’ve undone a knot holding the ropes around my body. I can shift from side to side, a little.

  ‘They are all ghosts!’ he says.

  ‘And what are you then? Are you one too?’ My hand is now loose. I work away silently under the ropes, pulling at the knots, a hole here, a finger-pull there.

  ‘No!’ he says. ‘We – the real villagers, I mean – we escaped.’ He looks down. ‘Or most of us did. Some were hurt. Some are still trapped in their houses here.’

  I remember the man and woman, their frightened faces looking out from behind the curtains.

  ‘We have a camp in the forest. Many have already run away, down the mountain.’ Then his face takes on a brave look. ‘But the rest of us are staying. We are going to fight!’

  I am impressed. Even if they know nothing about fighting ghosts, these villagers are going to try. And here am I, a trained ghost-hunter, tied up helpless in bed.

  Well, pretending to be tied up. I am ready.

  I leap from the bed, the ropes trailing from my arms and legs. The boy jumps back in surprise. As he does so, the door springs open and the guards run in, looking at the boy and then at me. They both shout.

  The boy grabs my hand. ‘Come on!’ he cries.

  We burst out through the window, breaking the thin wooden frames that hold the paper in place. As we land in the yard chickens flap their wings, squawking and scattering.
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‘I have to find my grandmother!’ I say as we run between the houses.

  ‘I don’t know who your grandmother is, but we have to get out of the village first. You won’t be able to help her if they catch you again,’ he says over his shoulder, slowing so that I can catch up.

  The boy knows the alleyways like a rabbit knows its own warren. They are dirty and narrow and smell of garbage.

I trip over a piece of wood and stumble, finding my balance only just in time. A huge puddle of green sludge, bubbling with life, threatens to swallow me up.
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  He is so fast and nimble it’s hard to keep up with him. But I can still hear guards yelling in the distance and I don’t want to call out in case we’re discovered.

  As we pass a barrel, he stops, lifts the lid, leans over and pulls out a large bag. ‘Come on,’ he says. He scrambles up an embankment through thorny bushes that scratch my arms and face. Then down the other side.

  Finally, we crawl under a manger in a barn and I see there’s a hole in the wall. The boy pushes the bag through the hole ahead of him. When we emerge from the hole, we are outside the village, amongst the trees. I sigh with relief.

  But the boy doesn’t stop there. He points out a little path and takes off at a trot, the bag over his shoulder.

  I keep up for a little while, then slow down. ‘Stop,’ I say, puffing. I bend over, my sides aching, feeling as if I’ll throw up.

  ‘You’re a city girl, right?’ he says, grinning.

  I give him a withering look. ‘It’s not that,’ I say. ‘The ghosts put a chant over me last night. I’m still feeling the effects.’

  ‘Sure, whatever,’ he says. ‘Anyway, I’m San Ni. Who are you?’

  San Ni, I think. That name is familiar. But my brain is fuzzy.

  ‘I’m Ting Ting,’ I say, as I stand straight again. ‘We can go, but let’s just keep it to a quick walk, okay?’

  ‘Whatever,’ he says again, and leads off deeper into the forest. At least we’re going downhill now, giving me time to catch my breath.

  The path winds through a bamboo grove, stems as thick as tree trunks. Once out of the grove we come down a slope and find a fire with a circle of low huts around it. When I look more closely I see that they’re not even huts; each one is just a lean-to made of branches. One strong wind and they’d be blown away.

  Some men stand up as they see us coming. A woman with a small baby held to her chest looks out from under the branches of a lean-to. Her face is drawn and full of despair.

  ‘San Ni!’ one of the men calls out. ‘What did you get?’ He is short with muscly arms. His clothes are worn and dirty.

  When I look around at the gathering villagers, I see that all their clothes are the same. I wonder how long they’ve been living like this.

  ‘Tea, cabbage, a sausage and some eggs, Lao Deng,’ San Ni replies, laying the bag gently on the ground.

  ‘Eggs!’ Lao Deng says. ‘And sausage! Good work. Brave boy.’ Then he turns to me. ‘And who is this?’

  ‘She’s from the city. Her name’s Ting Ting.’

  ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ Lao Deng asks.

  ‘I came looking for my grandmother, Bao Min. Her husband came from Black Band Village,’ I say.

  When they hear Por’s name, the men all look at each other with odd expressions on their faces.

  ‘What is it?’ I say.

  ‘Call Old Wang,’ Lao Deng says to San Ni, and the boy leaves the small encampment by a little path that goes over the hill.

  When he comes back he’s leading an old man by the hand. The old man is taking careful steps, but otherwise is holding his head high. I see his eyes are grey all over. He’s blind!

  ‘Old Wang,’ all the men say, and bow slightly.

  ‘Old Wang,’ I say, respectfully.

  ‘San Ni tells me you are Bao Min’s granddaughter.’

  ‘Yes.’ I don’t tell him my last name is Shen. I’m not sure why. It just seems a bit . . . complicated.

  ‘We welcome you to Black Band Village, Miss Bao,’ the old man says. Then he sweeps his hand around the circle of lean-tos and says with a half-smile, ‘Or at least, the only part of it still alive.’

  ‘Do you know my Por?’

  ‘I was at her wedding!’ the old man says. ‘That is why I asked for her. I told San Ni what to write in the letter, and he made sure it got sent.’

  It all becomes suddenly clear. The boy who had delivered the letter at the Isle of Clouds had mentioned San Ni and Old Wang.

  ‘So where is she? Where is Por?’ I ask excitedly.

  ‘Ah.’

  The old man shuffles over to a log, pats around to make sure it’s there, then sits down. His eyes have tears in them.

  ‘Bao Min, that is, your grandmother, is . . .’

  ‘Yes?’ I lean forward.

  ‘I’m afraid she is dead.’
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For a moment I see grey blotches in front of my eyes and I think I am going to faint.

  ‘Dead! Did you say dead? Por . . .’ I get choked up and can’t continue.

  The circle of men look at each other, then at me.

  Finally I get my breath and say, ‘No, it’s not true. How do you know?’

  ‘Well, she arrived here two days ago,’ Old Wang says. ‘And after she spoke to us she went straight to the village.’

  ‘Yes?’

  ‘And she never came back.’

  ‘So how do you know she’s dead? Have you seen her body?’

  ‘No, but . . .’

  ‘Well, maybe she’s not dead then!’ I say.

  I can see them all looking at me with pity. It can’t be true! Por can’t be dead. I close my eyes and squeeze the tears away. Memories of when I first heard the news about my parents dance in front of me. I hadn’t believed that, either. I denied it, refused to believe that they’d been killed. Finally they called my uncle, the uncle I hate. He dragged me by the arm and took me into a room, a cold room with a funny smell. Then he pointed. ‘See?’ he said.

  For a long time after that, at the orphanage, and even at Por’s, when I closed my eyes at night to go to sleep, all I saw were two long shapes covered with a white sheet.



It’s later in the afternoon. I’m sitting in a little clearing away from the camp. The only other sound besides my crying is the chock! . . . chock! . . . chock! . . . as I throw pebbles at the trunks of the bamboo. Bamboo is hollow and empty and that’s the way I feel inside right now.
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  San Ni comes up. I feel him standing awkwardly behind me.

  ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘You know . . . about your grandmother.’

  ‘She’s not dead,’ I say.

  ‘It’s okay,’ he says. ‘After a while it doesn’t hurt so much.’ He shrugs. ‘A long while, but still . . .’

  ‘No, you don’t get it,’ I say, and as I say it I know it is true, and I know why. I leap to my feet. ‘She isn’t dead because Yang Bin needed the body parts from a ghost-hunter. If Por was dead, they’d have all the body parts they needed!’

  San Ni looks at me confused. ‘Body parts?’ he says. Then he shrugs. ‘So where is she then?’

  An image pops into my head: a house with a hessian sack thrown over the lintel of the door.

  ‘I think I know,’ I say. ‘But I’ll need your help. Come on, let’s get back to the camp.’

  I throw one last pebble hard at the bamboo.

  Chock!

  This time I will not rush in. This time I will be prepared.



By the time we make our preparations and have a few hours sleep, it is almost midnight. My plan is to get my weapons bag then go to the house where I thinkPor is hiding. But I can only do that if San Ni is with me. He knows the village like he owns it.

  I curl a rope into loops and hook the loops over my shoulder. I tuck the metal hook on the end into my belt.

  ‘Okay, are you ready?’ I ask San Ni.

  He nods. ‘But it’s dark. Aren’t ghosts more dangerous at night?’

  ‘Yes, they are,’ I say. ‘But so am I.’

  He looks at me puzzled.

  ‘I’m a ghost-hunter too,’ I say.

  San Ni raises his eyebrows.

  ‘I’ve been training with my grandmother for a long time.’

  ‘Ha! So you’re not just a city kid,’ he grins.



I follow San Ni up the path towards the village. When we see the glow of the lanterns we tread more quietly. The very first goal is to recover my weapons bag. The problem is that all the ghosts will have been alerted, so I can’t just walk in the front gate. San Ni and I had talked this over while we made the preparations. He had an idea.

  We would take to the rooftops.

  Just outside the wall there’s a tree with large clover-shaped leaves. One of its branches extends over the wall. We shimmy up the trunk. I watch as San Ni climbs out to the end and, by bouncing up and down, manages to lift himself high enough to catch the edge of some tiles on the roof of one of the bigger houses in the village. Then he pulls himself up.

  ‘Come on, city girl,’ he whispers loudly from the roof.

  Maybe he expects me to be scared. But balancing on a branch is no harder than balancing in the back of a boat on the canal. I make it to the end, bounce like he did, and grab the roof tiles. He pulls me up.

  ‘Get off,’ I say. ‘I can do it myself.’

  ‘Just trying to help.’ He shrugs and grins. ‘Come on, it’s this way.’

  He leads me along the top of the roof. The moon is almost full and we can easily see where we’re going. Then again, it’s easier for us to be seen by the ghosts, so we walk bent over to hide our silhouettes from the street. I walk lightly, part of my training for sneaking up on a ghost.

  We slide down and jump over to the lower roof of the house next door.

  I am about to keep moving when suddenly I feel something tugging, holding me back. I turn around and it’s the fat belly behind me, pulling on my clothes.

  ‘Did you come to watch them train?’ he says.

  ‘It’s so good to see you, little friend,’ I say, happy to see the da duzi and to know that he’s safe.

  San Ni stops and looks at me strangely. ‘Who are you talking to?’

  ‘A ghost, but a good ghost,’ I add quickly.

  The fat belly makes his form solid so that San Ni can see him. ‘San Ni, meet my friend, fat belly.’

  They both say hello to each other, rather shyly.

  ‘Watch who train?’ I ask the fat belly.

  He points. Up the road is a column of ghosts marching in formation, banners flying. They’re marching up and down, turning in unison this way and that, like they’re practising for a parade. I hiss to alert San Ni and point out the ghost army to him. On one side is a man with a horribly scarred face, gesturing like he’s giving orders.

  I glance at San Ni. He frowns, then looks at me questioningly. I realise that he and the villagers don’t know about Yang Bin’s plans involving the entrances to the underworld and the hordes of the dead joining his rebellion against the living. I’ll have to tell him later. There’s no time now.

  ‘How’re you doing?’ I ask the fat belly.

  He shrugs. ‘Oh, all right, I guess. It’s not as much fun as I thought, this whole rebellion thing.’

  ‘Well, do you want to help me? You can snoop around, let me know what you hear, stuff like that. All right?’

  He brightens up. ‘You mean, like a spy?’

  ‘Uh, yeah, sort of. But don’t tell anyone we’re here. Okay?’

  He claps, soundlessly. ‘Now that’s more like it.’ Then he flits off.

  San Ni shakes his head. ‘I wouldn’t trust him.’

  But I smile. The fat belly is just a little boy really. ‘I think he’ll be okay. Come on, we’d better hurry.’

  We continue along the rooftops, jumping from house to house towards the woodpile where I had hidden my weapons bag. When we are above the woodpile, I carefully slide on my hands and knees towards the edge of the roof. I peer over. It’s still there, and still covered with the hessian sack.

  The problem is, there’s a ghost-guard standing right in front of it.

  San Ni puts his finger to his lips and points. I nod. There’s only one way that I can see to get my bag. I unfurl the rope from my shoulder and weigh the hook in my hand. Then I gently remove two roof tiles and hook my legs into the holes where the tiles had been. I hang backwards, my head towards the ground, and let the rope play out through my hands until the hook is just above the strap of my weapons bag. I’m looking, upside-down, at the back of the ghost.

  He seems to be thinking, picking his nose and then looking at whatever he found inside.

  I swing the hook, and it catches. But when I pull, it slips loose. I try again, and this time it lodges firmly under the strap. I give a tug and the rope goes taut. I slowly and gently pull the bag until it’s just beneath me. Then San Ni comes over and takes the rope. I curl, like doing a huge sit-up, and pull my legs out of the holes left by the roof tiles. San Ni has lifted the bag off the ground, and as it clears the roof I grab it. He looks at me, impressed.

  ‘Let’s go,’ I whisper.

  ‘Back to the camp?’ he whispers back.

  ‘No, country boy. We’re going to get my Por.’
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We make our way along the rooftops until we reach the house with the hessian sack hanging over the door. It’s quite run-down and leaning at an angle. It stands a distance away from the other houses so we have to drop to the ground and make our way through the shadows. When we get to the house, I toss the hook at the top of the door and pull the sack away.

  I was right! Hidden by the sack is a ghost-hunter’s talisman. Yang Bin would not have liked that. He must have covered it up. Ghosts feel physical pain when confronted with such a talisman. And this one, I think, is very powerful. If my guess is right, this is where Por is. She somehow made a place that she could hide in, be safe in.

  I can already see in my mind’s eye the look on her face when I save her. She’ll be so proud! Her face will break into a big smile and she’ll look at me with surprise and respect. Finally, she’ll really see me. From now on, instead of telling everyone about Little Cloud, I’ll be the one she’ll be boasting about.

  ‘You’d better stay here and keep watch,’ I say to San Ni, handing him the rope.

  ‘I’ll whistle like an owl if I see someone coming,’ he says.

  I nod, slip my weapons bag over my shoulder and make my way to the door. There are things hanging from the door knob: fabric, threads, some insects, even what could be bits of flesh. Eugh! I shake my sleeve down over my hand and touch it tentatively. The sleeve sticks. Just as I suspected. Using my hand inside the sleeve, I turn the knob and enter. But I have to rip off that bit of material and leave it hanging with the rest of the trapped items.

  I step over the threshold and the door swings shut behind me. It’s pitch black. I am blind. I feel a breeze playing over my face. All my senses are alert. I’ve been trained for just such a situation as this. Are you here, Por? I wonder. What protections have you put in place?

  My eyes are beginning to adjust to the dark. I smell burning mugwort. Por uses that when she wants to heal her body with heat. That means she is here! Feeling happy, I lift my foot to take a step, and stop abruptly. A thin rope stretches out in front of me, suspended over a deep hole that reaches down into blackness. There’s no way around it. I put my weapons bag across my shoulder then concentrate and step onto the rope. It’s taut, solid.

  Balancing, hands out to either side, I take small steps along the rope. Halfway across, I lose concentration and do the one thing I shouldn’t do. I look down.

  Nausea grips me and I begin to sway. The rope wobbles under my feet. I close my eyes and take deep breaths. One . . . in and then out. Two . . . in and then out. The swaying slows. I think about my training, when Por made me stand on a rope just like this for an hour, only there was no depthless pit underneath me then. Still, the way to control the mind is the same.

  When I feel calm I start walking again, keeping the same quiet mind until I come to the end. Then I turn, look back, and gasp.

  There’s no hole at all. Just a rope stretched over the floor. It was all an illusion.

  I narrow my eyes, a fire burning in my chest. I hate being tricked.

  Then I stop. Wait a minute. Didn’t Por once tell me about this? A trick within a trick? The first is meant to make you think the next is only an illusion, when in fact . . .

  Hmm . . . I tell myself to be careful, and look around.

  There are two doors ahead of me, one to the left, and one to the right. Which one should I choose? I stand back, looking from one to the other. They both look exactly the same: old and worn, with scratch marks and dents. I pick the door on the left.

  On the other side is a room of sand. But there’s something strange about it. I reach down and touch it. It’s wet. I stand up and step onto the surface. My foot sinks, and when I try to pull it out, it sticks.

  My shoe fills with sand and it’s as if it’s suddenly made of lead.

  Quicksand!

  I quickly pull my foot free. I know it can’t be very deep, and I probably wouldn’t sink in over my head, but it would take me way too long to reach the door I can see at the other end of the room. And I’d be exhausted by the time I got there. Which wouldn’t be good if there were more tricks. There has to be a quicker way.

  I try going back out the door I came through. It’s locked. I have no choice – I have to cross the sand somehow. Por would have left a way. I just have to think of what that way might be.

  Then I have an idea. The Pace of Yu, a staggered pattern of walking. It’s worth a try. I step off with my left foot. When it comes down, it only sinks into the sand less than an inch. Something solid is there underneath. I step out with my right foot, and find the same thing. Then I bring my two feet together, turn to the right, and prepare to step out again with my left foot.

  I reach the door on the other side with ease. Por will be proud that I figured that out, I think. I can hear her voice in my head.

  Smart girl, Ting Ting. Little Cloud would not have known that. You see? Your hard work has paid off! And now you’ve come to save me.

  Smiling, I open the door, and walk through.

  I’m in a narrow corridor with walls covered in old newspapers. In daylight, they would be bright, but now they’re pale and washed-out. A stream of moonlight is filtering down from a small window somewhere, and I can see dust motes racing away from each other in the air.

  Racing away from each other? I frown.

  I take a few steps into the corridor, and suddenly I’m looking down at myself from the ceiling with one eye, while the other seems to be looking out from somewhere around my ear. I can taste the pale green colour of the striped mat on the floor, and hear the smell of burning mugwort. My senses are all mixed up. What’s weird is that I can feel my hands and knees crawling on the floor, but the top of my head feels like it’s bouncing on the ceiling.

  Of course. A splitting spell! Por must be really scared. These are some serious protections.

  All my parts are disconnected. The remedy is . . . what? I try to remember but I’ve been split into so many different pieces it’s hard to find a centre.

  Find a centre. That’s it! I would smile if I could. Close the senses, look inside, search within, find your sense of one single self.

  It’s Por’s voice guiding me. I’m suddenly aware of a feeling buried deep inside me, deeper than any feeling I’ve felt before. It wells up strong and calm, not like my usual fiery self. It’s like my insides have been lined with armour and now that armour is peeling away. And there at my centre is a heart of quicksilver, strong and fluid and polished so bright. It’s always been there, I realise, surprised. It’s who I really am. The feeling spreads out through my skin and into the air. It pulls all the pieces back together and binds them with an invisible thread. I’m stronger than I have ever felt before. I realise my eyes are back together, the mat no longer has a taste, and I’m standing in front of a door.

  It opens with a gentle push and I step into a room with strips of yellow paper covered with talismans hanging from the rafters. The same talismans are on the floor, a magic circle of eight trigrams designed for protection against ghosts and spirits.
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  In the middle of the circle is an ancient Chinese bed, like the bed in Bao Mansion but not nearly as grand. The curtains are drawn. I smile to myself at the thought of saving Por. I can’t wait to see her. I can’t wait to go into battle together against Yang Bin.

  I stride over to the bed and fling the curtain open.

  There’s no one inside.

  I hear a noise behind me and spin around. Por is slowly standing up from behind the door, her coin sword in her hand. Her forehead is grazed and red, the skin around one eye has gone purple, and she’s holding her arm in an awkward way.

  I take a step towards her, but something in her face stops me. Then she speaks, and the words cut me.

  ‘Ting Ting, you stupid girl! TA MA DE! What on earth are you doing here?’

  Por never swears. My stomach sinks way down into my lower gut as she continues. ‘I did not ask you to come. I did not want you to come.’

  ‘But Por,’ I gesture at her arm. ‘You’re hurt, you need my help!’

  ‘I do not need your help, and I do not want your help. What I want is for you to go, and go as far away as you can, as quickly as you can.’ Her voice is harsh.

  I can’t believe it. All the long travel, all the hard training, and Por is flicking me off like I’m a flea.

  ‘But Por . . .’

  ‘No. Go, get away from me.’

  My whole body is trembling. ‘Fine!’ I say my voice cracking a bit. ‘If you don’t want me –’

  ‘Just go home and the quicker the better.’

  ‘I’m going, I’m going!’

  I run to the exit, my eyes blurry with angry tears. The feeling of strength I felt before cowers and flickers out. The armour closes in around my heart again. Only anger is left in its place.

  This time, I take the other door to avoid the splitting spell. I’m so furious that I stun the thousand-mouthed Tao Tie waiting there without even thinking about it. In the next room, I walk straight through the dagger fronds, batting the poking and piercing tips aside with my weapons bag. In the last room, I don’t even bother walking on the rope, I simply step out onto thin air over the pit and stride across.

  Who needs the door knob? I just kick the door open.
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As I come out the door into the dawn light, a column of ghosts in training marches by. I’m so angry that, without thinking, I grab my snake whip from my bag and jump amongst them, flailing the knotted rope round and round. Half of them fall, stunned. The other half run away. I don’t wait. I stride down the narrow road towards the gate. Any ghost that sees me coming runs away, no matter how big they are.

  Before I reach the gate, San Ni drops down to his feet from one of the roofs. He is looking at me strangely.

  ‘What?’ I say. I’m still angry.

  ‘That,’ he says.

  ‘What?’ I say, impatiently.

  ‘That . . . was awesome.’

  ‘What did you expect? I’m a ghost-hunter.’

  ‘I know, but that . . .’

  ‘Was awesome. Yeah. I get it.’

  We’re out the gate and into the forest. Before he can say anything, I tell him, ‘Look, I just need some time alone, okay? Why don’t you go on back to the camp and I’ll see you there later.’

  San Ni looks surprised, but says, ‘Sure. Um, see you later then.’ He trots off along the path towards the camp.

  I wander aimlessly through the trees. My anger is turning into sadness, making me heavy. It’s like someone has chained me to a boulder and I’m being dragged along behind it as it rolls out of control downhill. Why does Por treat me like this? Is it because I’m a Shen? Maybe deep down she hasn’t forgiven my family after all. The more I think about it, the more I am sure that’s it. If it had been Little Cloud who had rescued her, Por wouldn’t have ordered her to go away. I bet Por would have welcomed her, been so grateful for her coming. It’s always been like this between Por and me. I’ve seen it so many times but didn’t want to accept it.

  I rest my forehead against the trunk of a tree. What am I going to do? If I leave, where will I go? How will I live?

  I walk a little further and find a weird rock formation that looks like an amphitheatre, with a circular stone stage at the bottom and rock seats rising on all sides. I go down and sit by the side of the stage, my face in my hands. I find my fingers are wet and I shake them angrily.

  Well, if she wants me gone, I’ll go. I can’t force her to love me. I’ll just stop by the camp to let them know she’s still alive and where she is, and then I’ll go back to Shanghai.

  And after that? I ask myself. I close my eyes and sigh.



When I get to the camp, the villagers seem different. They’re smiling, excited. I wonder what has happened.

  ‘Miss Bao!’ they call as they see me. ‘Miss Bao, you’ve come back!’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘We heard all about it!’

  ‘About what?’

  ‘Why, your great victory!’ says Lao Deng. ‘San Ni told us all about how you attacked a whole column of ghosts. You went beserk, he said. You beat all of them, single-handed!’

  ‘No, that was just . . .’

  ‘We thought your grandmother was the great ghost-hunter, Miss Bao. We never thought it was you!’

  Another man with a wispy moustache and hair in a ponytail says, ‘You are the leader we need.’

  Everyone else chimes in. ‘Yes, if you lead us, we can drive the ghosts out, take the village back! We can have our lives back again.’

  ‘We would remember you forever,’ says the woman, bouncing her smiling baby on her knee. Her face used to be sad. Now it’s shining with joy.

  Something stirs inside my chest. They are calling me Bao. I didn’t correct them before, and now it’s too late. But why not be a Bao? It’s not like I haven’t worked hard, learned everything Por had to teach me. Am I not worthy to be a Bao? It’s certainly a name that ghosts everywhere have learned to fear.

  And why shouldn’t I lead them? Por can’t. She’s injured, barricaded inside that house. Someone has to. And it does feel good, finally having someone realise that you’re not a bad person, that you’re okay, that you are even a little bit great, in fact.

  A small spark begins to grow again. The spark spreads, until a fire rages through my body. You’ve known all along, Ting Ting. You’ve known who you are and what you can do, a voice says. I touch the silver locket hanging around my neck. Por carved it for me when I first came to live with her. There are two characters on it which mean ‘Mysterious Thunderbolt’. And that’s who I am. I’ll show the world I can be a Bao. I’ll show Por and live up to my name.

  I turn to the villagers. ‘Yes, of course I’ll stay and fight the ghosts for you. Let’s do it now and get it over with.’

  A cheer rips through the air and I feel myself being lifted up onto their shoulders.

  ‘Bao Ting Ting is the greatest! Bao Ting Ting is the greatest!’ they chant.

  I gesture to be put down and say, ‘All right, enough now, I have to get to work.’ I’m loving it though. I’ve never ever felt this good before.

  Finally they put me down and their faces grow serious.

  ‘What do you want us to do?’ San Ni asks.

  ‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘I’m a Bao ghost-hunter. We eat ghosts like these for breakfast.’

  Por said one shouldn’t brag. But it’s not bragging if it’s true, is it? Not that we ever eat ghosts for breakfast, really. I smile to myself, picturing what a breakfast of ghosts would look like. Probably not very filling.

  ‘You can come and watch, though, if you want,’ I say.

  I rummage in my weapons bag and take my snake whip and my wu ti, the discus weapon that I can fling out and have it return. Then, as an afterthought, I quickly sketch a couple of talismans on the back of my hands. Little Cloud had taught me that trick. I don’t know where she learned it and I probably won’t need them. Those ghosts were easy to defeat.

  ‘We should be back soon,’ I say to the woman carrying the baby. ‘We’ll get some food for a victory dinner. Then everyone will be able to return to the village! Follow me.’

  They give a loud cheer, and we move off in a motley group towards the gates.



When we arrive, the gates are standing open. No sign of ghost-guards, or any ghosts at all, anywhere. It’s so quiet, like the silence when the mountain fog descends. But this time there is no fog. There’s a smell like burnt toffee and fish.

  ‘They must have all run away!’ Lao Deng whispers.

  ‘Miss Bao scared them,’ the ponytail man says.

  ‘We’ve won!’ someone else shouts.

  ‘Not so fast,’ I say. The empty village is suspicious to me. I know I hadn’t hurt those marching ghosts that much. And the leader, Yang Bin, I don’t think he would give up without trying some sort of fight, even if he lost. He’s not the type.

  ‘You stay here,’ I say. ‘I’m going in to see what’s going on.’

  ‘Alone?’ says San Ni. He looks worried.

  ‘I’ll be fine. You just keep watch.’

  I walk into the village, along the rough stony road, looking left and right. Nothing, at first. It’s quiet, too quiet. What are they up to?

  Then, as I pass an alley between two houses, I see the fat belly hiding in the shadows. He’s making agitated gestures and mouthing something at me that I can’t hear.

  ‘What?’ I say.

  He makes Be quiet! motions with his hands and points up the path, then waves both his hands in the air in front of him. I walk towards him. He floats quickly upwards, his eyes wide, then turns head down and zips under a house. I shrug.

  When I turn back to the road again, I realise why the fat belly was so agitated.

  Yang Bin is standing only a few feet away from me.

  ‘Ah, Ting Ting,’ he says. ‘You’ve come back to me. I am so happy. You still have something I need.’

  I unfurl my snake whip and run the knotted edge over my palm.

‘I’m not under a spell or tied up now,’ I say. ‘I don’t think you’ll find it so easy.’
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  ‘Well, you have a choice to make,’ he says, and points behind me. I take a quick look, in case he tries to attack when my head is turned. A large group of ghosts has gathered, blocking my way back to the gate. I look around for another escape route, if I need it. I glance towards the alley between the houses where the fat belly had been trying to warn me. A huge ghost holding an evil-looking scimitar is standing at the other end, blocking it.

  ‘What’s the choice?’ I say, turning back to Yang Bin.

  ‘It is this: you can fight me, alone, or you can fight all of them together.’

  ‘How do I know that they won’t just rush me from behind while I’m fighting you?’

  ‘Because I have ordered them not to.’

  ‘Then I choose you!’ I say and immediately snap my snake whip towards him. He jumps back, and points. A wave of sickening nausea rolls over me and I feel my legs go weak. I circle around trying to get on his other side so my back isn’t to the ghosts: I don’t trust him, even a little bit.

  He is out of range of the whip, so I pull out my discus and send it winging towards his head. It clips his ear and he staggers.
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  ‘Hah, you felt that, didn’t you!’ I call out, snapping my snake whip as I advance. He backs away, a look of fear on his face.

  We move up the road, me walking forward, him stumbling backward. At last I rush at him, wrapping my snake whip around his neck, calling out, ‘Just give up now and save yourself some pain, Yang Bin. You are fighting a Bao ghost-hunter! You know you can’t win.’

  The whip pulls him into a crouched position, and he grabs it with his hands, but he can’t seem to free it from his neck. He looks at me with his eyes wide and frightened.

  I smile. I have him.

  But then his face changes. His teeth gleam wet, red and bloody, as he slowly stands up straight. He seems taller than he was before.

  He pulls on the whip and I’m flung forward. He grabs me by the wrist and hurls me at the nearest building. I hit the door and bounce off, except for my sleeve, which is stuck to the door knob.

  Yang Bin is laughing. ‘Did you think I would be so easy to beat? Me, the hero of a thousand battles, the great rebel chieftain against the might of the government forces? Why, you’re just a little girl. Come on, let’s end it here. I’ll make it quick.’

  ‘You are not the great rebel chieftain,’ I yell. ‘Hei Jin was the hero. You are just a murderer.’ As I say this I try to free my arm.

  Suddenly I know where I am. It’s Por’s house! If I can get inside, I’ll be safe.

  I rip my sleeve opening the door and fling myself inside. I begin to pull the door shut. But just as the last gap is closing a foot is shoved in. I back away. Surely he can’t come in . . . but he does.

  Yang Bin is inside the house now, looking down at the bottomless pit. He tests the rope and takes a few steps, balancing. I turn and run through the left-hand door, into the quicksand room. The door shuts behind me and I stop, close my eyes and remember the pattern of steps I have to take to walk over the quicksand. Just as I reach the other side, Yang Bin comes through and blunders into the quicksand. Soon he is in it up to his thighs. But he is still moving forward. His eyes bulge with anger and hatred, two black globes ringed with yellow.

  I take my discus and fling it as his head. He ducks, but it still hits him with a satisfying thud before returning to my hand. I see a swelling like a boil appear on the side of his face.

  He growls in pain.

  ‘That’s to remember me by, fish-breath!’

  Then I slip into the corridor with the splitting spell. I know the trick of finding my centre and do it quickly. This will hold him for a while, even after he gets through the quicksand.

  I open the door to the room with the talismans. I step in.

  ‘Por! It’s time to go,’ I say.
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The curtain on the bed opens slowly. Por stares out. She looks even worse than before – pale, tired and in pain.

  In a weak voice she says, ‘Ting Ting, I thought I told you . . .’

  ‘There’s no time for all that, Por. Yang Bin is coming. He’s already at the quicksand, or maybe even at the splitting spell. We have to go!’

  She doesn’t argue, thank goodness, but climbs stiffly off the bed. I’m worried about how difficult she finds it to move. I give her a hand for support. Her back is bent over as though she’s aged another thirty years.

  ‘We’ll need to go out the other side,’ I say, gently.

  I take her to the other door and we go the same way I had left last time. It will take us around and past the rooms with the quicksand and splitting spell. All we have to worry about is the Tao Tie and the dagger fronds. The Tao Tie cowers when it sees me, and I shield Por from the dagger fronds with my own body. They hurt like being stung by ten wasps all at the same time but I push through them, not caring about the pain. We reach the area of the front door. There’s no sign of Yang Bin. Hopefully he’s caught in the splitting spell and will stay that way until we get away.

  Por groans. I let her rest for a short moment, then carefully open the front door.

  A company of ghosts streams towards us like a sinister grey cloud.

  I falter, wondering if the entrances to the underworld have already opened even though the full moon is not for two more nights – but Por lifts her head and makes a one-handed mudra, chanting something under her breath. The ghosts freeze with startled looks on their faces.

  We pick our way through them, heading in the direction of the gate. Por is getting heavier, needing to use me for a prop more and more now. It’s slow going. Por’s mudra was powerful, but not as powerful as it usually is. Can we reach the gates before they unfreeze? And before Yang Bin appears?

  I can feel a different kind of energy around us. The houses squat on either side like crusty beasts ready to pounce. There’s a sucking, seeping, twisting, pulsing in the air. I feel like even breathing it in will harm us. I have to get us out of here.

  As we reach the gates, several of the village men rush forward from their hiding spots in the forest and lift Por away from me. They make a seat with their arms intertwined and bend down so that she can sit. Then they lift her up and carry her away, glancing over their shoulders at their village.

  ‘What happened?’ San Ni asks, trotting along beside me as we head towards the camp. ‘Did you get rid of all the ghosts?’

  ‘Is it safe to return now?’ Lao Deng asks. But his voice says he knows the answer already. It is thick with disappointment.

  I shake my head.

  ‘What happened in there?’ San Ni says again.

  Arrogant dragon will have cause to repent. The words ring inside my ears. Por warned me about this many times.

  ‘I made a mistake,’ I admit, a bitter taste in my mouth. It’s not easy for me to say, but I owe the villagers an explanation. Their hopes had been so high. ‘I thought the enemy was weak, and I was strong.’

  Por’s eyes are closed, her face ashen and lined with fatigue. I should have known. Whoever could do this to Por would not be easy to defeat, even if she was getting old.

  Por slumps forward. I rush to catch her before she falls. I shake my head. It had felt good to be a hero, for once, briefly. But it had made me into a fool.

  Even worse, pretending to be someone I wasn’t had made me weak.

  I have to face it. I’m not a Bao. I’m a Shen, like it or not.

  But at least Por is safe now.



When we reach the camp, the villagers run around setting up a bed for Por and finding her food. I ask San Ni to have some of the older children act as lookouts, just in case the ghosts try to ambush the camp. We’ll need a warning so at least we can run away.

  But fight? I chew my lip. First I need to regain my strength. Then I can think about what to do next.

  I leave the camp and make my way through the trees to the natural amphitheatre. Some rocks are tall and thin, others squat or round. There is an energy that pulses between them, like they’re a close family. They have stood beside each other for thousands of years. There is power here. I felt it before and I can feel it now.

  I pick a tall rock with a slight impression in it. Por says that only powerful ghost-hunters can use rocks to energise themselves. I’m not sure I’m ready, but I have to try.

  I lean back against the rock, letting it enfold me. I close my eyes, sink my mind into my body, feel every inch of it, picturing every bone inside me, from the top of my head to the soles of my feet, letting the power of the rock enter my body to heal and restore its energy. As my mind clears I seem to float up and over the trees. And on the way down, the outlines of a plan gradually forms.

  Risky, very risky. But if the villagers in the camp help, and if Por can guide us, then maybe, just maybe, it might work.



Later that day, as the sun begins to set, I go to scout out the situation at the village. I circle all the way around it, keeping to the shadow of the trees.

  Both the west gate and the smaller east gate are closed. Ghost-guards are posted at various vantage points looking down and out into the forest. They’re not standing on anything, but hovering in the air, their swords at their belts, long staffs in their hands. While I’m making my way through a little clump of trees close to the wall, I see a movement. I stop and crouch low, but it’s too late. I’ve been seen.

  ‘I tried to warn you. Why didn’t you listen?!’ a young voice says.

  I breathe out when I see that it’s only the fat belly.

  ‘You weren’t exactly clear,’ I say. ‘But thanks for trying. Do you have anything to report? Any more news about Yang Bin?’

  He looks around. ‘I’m scared,’ he says. ‘He’s really mean. He orders everyone about. Those who don’t obey him or don’t want to join his army he destroys or imprisons. He was so angry when he found out that you’d escaped. What if he catches me spying? I don’t want to do it any more, Ting Ting. I just want to go home.’ He hangs his head and his mouth trembles.

  Poor little fat belly, I think. He should be in the afterlife now, not lingering in this half-in half-out world. I can see that he’s getting tired.

  ‘I will help you find home, I promise,’ I say. ‘But I can’t until Yang Bin and his ghost army are defeated.’

  He looks at me hopefully. ‘Do you think you can beat Yang Bin?’

  ‘I’m going to try,’ I say. ‘And with your help it is possible.’

  ‘Well,’ says the fat belly, swelling up with pride. ‘I heard Yang Bin boasting about his old army, his allies. He has one battalion of torch-mouth ghosts, three companies of needle-hair ghosts, and two squads of bad-breath ghosts.’ He shudders. ‘When the entrances to the underworld open, they will join him.’

  I know all the ghosts he is describing – Por has taught me well. But they could cause some problems.

  The fat belly looks around cautiously. ‘I’d better go. If they see me talking to you . . .’

  ‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘You are the bravest fat belly I’ve ever met.’

  He gives a wan smile, shrugs and glides off through the trees towards the village.

  I head back to the camp.



The villagers have made dinner by the time I get back. Vegetables, rice and pickles are laid out on a low table. I’m so hungry I could eat an ox, but as there’s not enough to go around I hold back. Por looks a bit better, but she’s still holding her arm as if it hurts and her shoulders are hunched from fatigue. Next to her sits Old Wang, his head bent toward her as she speaks. I imagine they’re talking about old times.

  When they finish I go up to Por and sit cross-legged beside her.

  She smiles. ‘Ting Ting!’ she says. Her voice is warm. I’m surprised.

  ‘You know why I told you to go, don’t you?’

  ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘It’s because I’m only a Shen, not a Bao.’

  She looks puzzled. ‘What are you talking about . . .?’

  ‘Deep down it’s always been about family.’

  She shakes her head. ‘Ting Ting, I love you. But sometimes you are just really stupid, you know that?’

  My heart warms to hear I love you, but just really stupid has my face burning.

  She moves her body and flinches with pain.

  ‘Can I get you something?’ I say.

  Por settles herself into a more comfortable position and says, ‘I was shocked when I saw you enter that room. The one thing that I had been happy about, the only hope I had left, was that you were safe, back in the Isle of Clouds. No matter what happened to me, even if I was killed, you would not be harmed.’

  She gives a big sigh, lifts her hands palms up and looks me in the eye. ‘And then you show up here, right here, in the worst possible place! Did you expect me to be happy?’

  ‘I expected you to be proud! I’d found you, got through all your traps, come to save you . . .’

  ‘I am proud of you. I have always been proud of you, Ting Ting. Don’t you know that?’

  ‘Well, you don’t exactly lavish praise,’ I say, looking away. I don’t want her to see my face and the tears that are forming.

  ‘Oh, Ting Ting,’ she says softly. ‘No, I don’t. But then I have found that you respond more to bitter than to sweet.’

  ‘What?’

  Old Wang laughs. He’d been listening in silence to all this, but now he says, ‘She means that when she praises you, you get lazy, but if you are criticised you work hard. Some people, like San Ni, are the opposite. When he’s criticised he loses hope. When he is praised he perks up and works harder to get more praise.’ He lifts his cap, scratches his head and pulls it down over his ears. ‘So you are not a Bao after all?’

  Shame grips me. ‘No,’ I say, softly. ‘I lied. I’m sorry. I’m really a Shen.’

  I don’t look at Por. She doesn’t say anything.

  ‘No matter what has happened in your past,’ says Old Wang, ‘there is always an opportunity for change. You cannot undo those deeds but you can accept them, leave them be. If you keep picking at a wound, it will never heal.’

  Por takes my hand, looks into my eyes and smiles. The coals of the fire spark and glow.

  I was wrong about Por. She only wanted to protect me, like a mother protects her children. She wasn’t turning me away because I was a Shen. Why do I get things so wrong sometimes?

  I stand up to get a blanket and put it across Por’s shoulders. I do the same for Old Wang. We sit in silence for a while. But there are still many questions I want to ask Por.

  ‘When I went to look for you in Shanghai,’ I say, ‘all the ghost-fish were gone.’

  ‘I saw that too,’ Por says. ‘That’s why I rushed off so quickly.’

  ‘But where did they go?’

  Por wraps the blanket tightly around her. ‘I have fought Yang Bin once before,’ she says.

  The change of subject confuses me. I ask, ‘When?’

  ‘When I was young,’ she says. ‘His ghost was terrorising the villagers so my teacher, Crazy Big Head, sent me here to Black Band Village. That’s when I met my husband. It was my first job and not too difficult. Yang Bin did not have the power then that he has today. But I felt he was too dangerous to send through to the underworld so I brought him back to Shanghai in my mingshen mirror. I had an idea of turning some ghosts into fish . . .’

  I turn and stare at Por, suddenly knowing what she is about to say.

  ‘The fish you call Big Mouth,’ she says, ‘is Yang Bin.’

  My mouth drops. I can’t believe it. That big bully fish that eats all the food is Yang Bin? No wonder he was familiar. I have looked at those eyes nearly every day!
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  ‘But how did he turn back into a ghost and become so powerful?’

  ‘I began noticing that some fish were missing,’ Por says. ‘I thought maybe they were hiding. I also saw that Big Mouth was getting bigger and fatter. But I did not think much about it. When I returned to Shanghai and saw the pond was empty, I realised what was going on,’ she says.

  ‘Big Mouth ate all the other fish,’ I say.

  Por nods. ‘And by doing so he accrued all their ghost powers.’

  I sit back. ‘No wonder he’s so strong. But Por, how did he get out? You put all those protective talismans around the pond to keep the ghost-fish in.’

  ‘A while ago I saw a tiny crack in one of the talisman. I meant to fix it. Yang Bin must have found the weakness and taken advantage of it.’

  ‘I was so worried, Por, when you didn’t call.’

  ‘There was no time. I knew where Yang Bin would go once he had escaped. So I left for the village straightaway.’

  ‘Then what happened? Why were you trapped in that house, and how were you injured?’ I look down at Por’s arm that she is nursing gently.

  ‘It was an ambush,’ she says. ‘I had come to fight Yang Bin but I did not realise he had already started finding followers. I was attacked by one ghost, and I thought it was just a normal ghost encounter. But then they just kept coming until I was overwhelmed.’ She moves her injured arm to make it more comfortable.

  ‘At the very end, Yang Bin stepped in to deliver what he thought would be the final blow, but I was able to find shelter in that house. Then I quickly set up all those traps.’

  She looks at me. ‘You did a very good job of getting through them.’

  Old Wang laughs and I go red.

  ‘It does not hurt to give a little praise sometimes, Old Wang,’ Por says with a smile.

  Their faces turn serious again when I tell them what the fat belly said.

  ‘And you trust this spy of yours?’ Old Wang says.

  ‘Yes, I do.’

  ‘Then we have three choices,’ Por says.

  ‘What are they?’ Old Wang asks.

  ‘One, we close the entrances to the underworld before the full moon. Two, we catch or destroy Yang Bin before he can entice more ghosts to join his ghost army. Or three, we delay him until the entrances close again. The problem is,’ she says with a sigh, ‘I will not be much use in a fight, not for a long time. And we do not have a long time.’

  ‘I have some ideas,’ I say.

  ‘And so do I,’ says Old Wang, grinning.
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Over the next two days, the camp bustles with preparation. Everyone is helping, even the children who collect leaves and branches. Twigs are bent into shape, paper salvaged from the village is perforated into Ba Gua patterns, and candles fixed inside of them. There are a dozen hu lanterns, like the ones we use to find the openings to the underworld. With a candle shining through the Ba Gua patterns of the eight trigrams, any ghost caught in the pattern is frozen and can be easily dealt with. We will have the lanterns floating here and there around the village to create havoc.
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  Everyone works in silence, except for the children who think it’s a fun game. Sometimes they chase each other around, dropping the bundle of twigs they’ve collected, and I have to yell at them to stop. ‘This is serious business!’ I tell them.

  The grins on their faces disappear until they think I’m not watching, then they run off giggling.

  When I arrived in the camp there was a sense of hopelessness. Now it’s as if the trees have been watered and the branches are standing straight and tall.

  In one area of the camp, wooden swords are being made out of peach branches, the men paring the wood and then sanding it smooth. Lastly, they’re carved with special symbols. Por is explaining simple techniques that anyone can use for attack or defence against ghosts. All this is basic stuff for me. I learned it when I first started living with Por. But the villagers seem to always get the grip wrong, or hold the sword upside-down, or get the syllables of the chant backwards.

  I can see Por getting frustrated. She’s tired and hurt and it’s showing. We’ll need all the help we can get if we’re going to win this battle.

  When I go over to the other side of the camp, Old Wang is drawing plans of different tactics in the dirt on the ground. I wonder how he’s doing it when he can’t see. But San Ni, who’s bending over them, is making noises like he understands, so it must be all right.

  I’m training a small squad of men on how to do the Pace of Yu in unison. Then I show them how to make a simple mudra and the chant that they can use on most ghosts to befuddle their minds. Ghosts hit with this Pace-mudra-chant combination wander around in a daze for almost an hour. When a group of men do it together, the power is nearly as strong as a trainee ghost-hunter. They might, just might, be able to deal with a group of not-very-strong ghosts. And they are trying very hard. Even though some are so uncoordinated they get their feet tangled and fall over, I think with a lot more practice they may just make it work. I pray so anyway. They are an important part of the plan.

  Some of the older children have gathered large bundles of twigs and kindling, together with jars of alcohol and some rags. Ghosts are fundamentally creatures of cold and water, and they hate fire. So that’s exactly what we’ll use.

  Once everyone has had enough but not too much to eat, the cooking things are put away. Fighting on a full stomach makes body and brain sluggish, Por always said. But fighting empty makes you weak. I help Por draw talismans on everyone’s forehead, especially on the children, to protect them if a stray ghost comes into the camp. Some of the kids squirm and giggle and say that it tickles. I stamp my foot and scowl at them and immediately they stop. I overhear some of the younger kids say how scary that Ting Ting is. It makes me smile.

  ‘You should be a school teacher,’ says Por, looking at me sideways with a grin.

  ‘They are sweet and funny, and the little ones are really cute, but I can’t let them know I think that,’ I reply.

  As the shadows lengthen amongst the trees, the various groups are given their orders and start to move out to take their positions.

  Por calls me over. ‘It’s time for me to get into place,’ she says. ‘It will take me a while, so I will start out now. Are you sure you can do this, Ting Ting?’ For a brief moment a glimmer of concern touches her face.

  I nod. ‘Don’t worry, Por,’ I say. ‘It will work. It has to.’

  The night I’d told Por and Old Wang what the fat belly said, we’d used hu lanterns to find the two nearest entrances to the underworld, close to the small east gate. We then sealed them with talisman paintings. This would stop ghosts with evil intentions from coming out. Of course, there are lots of other entrances, but none are this close. While we can’t stop all the ghosts from leaving the underworld on the full moon of ghost month, we can slow down the worst ones. And, using the fat belly’s information, Por gave us special talismans that work specifically for torch-mouth ghosts and needle-hair ghosts. These are painted on the feet, even the soles of the feet, so that there’s no foot odour, something these two types of ghosts can detect from far away.

  ‘What about the bad-breath ghosts?’ I’d asked her.

  ‘Just don’t breathe through your nose,’ she said.



The full moon is rising in front of me as the sun sets behind. I’m standing at the west gate of the village. Talismans are drawn all over my body, up and down my arms and even on my eyelids, with special ink made from the ashes of the dragonblood tree. If they’re not completely repelled, ghosts who get too near are weakened by them.

  ‘Hey,’ I yell up to the ghost-guard.

  He looks over the wall.

  ‘What do you want?’

  ‘I want to ask fish-breath how his head is feeling,’ I say.

  ‘Fish-breath?’ the guard says.

  ‘Your fearless leader, Yang Bin.’

  The guard sniffs. ‘He’s too busy to talk with you right now, little girl. Big night, tonight. Entrances to the underworld are opening, you know.’

  ‘Or not,’ I say.

  ‘What’s that?’

  ‘Nothing. So he doesn’t want my body parts anymore?’

  ‘Last I heard he said your scrawny body parts were not worth the trouble of cutting you up.’

  ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘If he’s looking for me, though, tell him I’ll be right here.’ I lean up against a tree with my arms crossed over my chest. ‘Have a good night.’

  The ghost-guard turns away. As he does, a light shoots up into the sky from inside the village. I hear the crackling of flames and shouts from frightened ghosts, and I grin. It’s San Ni. He must have torched Por’s safe house. Old Wang said no one had lived there for years, and it was far enough away from the other houses for the fire not to spread. And ghosts hate fire, as we all know.

  An acrid smell fills the mountain air.

  Above me, floating hu lanterns cast Ba Gua shadows on the ground. Each time a shadow touches a ghost, it will freeze until the shadow passes. Some of the older kids have climbed trees upwind of the village and let the lanterns float over the wall.

  I see the ghost-guard on the wall turn to shout a warning and become frozen for several seconds. When he unfreezes, he yells in fright and turns and disappears.

  The gates open and I step back as a bunch of ghosts run out. They head off down the mountain, stumbling and holding each other up. They look petrified.

  The fat belly comes floating out behind them and sees me looking at the fleeing ghosts. ‘The ones Yang Bin punished but didn’t destroy,’ he says, holding up a broken lock. ‘I sort of helped them get away.’

  I move closer, relieved to see that he’s safe, but he shrinks back when he sees the talismans all over my body.

  ‘Ooh, yuck. I don’t like those,’ he says.

  ‘Oh, sorry,’ I say and roll down my sleeves. ‘That was great work! You are such a brave boy. We couldn’t do this without you.’

  The fat belly grins, and as he does, his body lifts into the air with pride.

  ‘What’s going on in the village now?’ I ask.

  ‘Well, Yang Bin has called all the ghost companies together, but lots are scared by the fire. They’re really jumpy. He’s promising them if they just wait a bit longer, more ghosts will come out of the underworld to join them. Then they can go into battle.’

  ‘We have another surprise coming up soon,’ I say. ‘You might want to mention to anyone you run into that the torch-mouth battalions and the companies of needle-hairs and bad-breaths won’t be attending the festivities tonight.’

  ‘You got rid of them?’ he says.

  ‘Not yet, but we soon will. Oh, and tell Yang Bin that you saw me lurking around the west gate. He’ll be wanting to teach me a lesson before too long. This will show him how faithful you are to him, and keep you out of danger.’

  Just as I speak, there’s a big explosion. Lao Deng and his group have succeeded!

  ‘What was that?’ the fat belly says.

  ‘That used to be the east gate,’ I say, feeling a sense of triumph.

  Our plan had been to spread chaos and disruption far and wide, to upset Yang Bin’s schemes and infuriate him. So far, everything is going perfectly.

  But it’s far from over yet.

  There’s a tug at my sleeve and the fat belly points.

  Two of the older kids are running towards us out of the forest.

  ‘A whole lot of ghosts have broken through the talismans at one of the entrances to the underworld. They’re heading in this direction!’ the girl cries, her eyes wide with fear.

  ‘Okay. Go back to camp now, everything will be all right.’

  I turn to the fat belly. ‘Be careful. I’ll see you soon!’

  I watch him disappear back through the gates while I run to find the villagers I had trained earlier.
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There’s a narrow spot in the road that leads to the west gate of the village. Since we blew up the east gate, the ghosts will have to pass this way if they want to enter the village. I split the men, half of them hiding on one side of the road, half on the other.

  Then we wait. The full moon casts eerie shadows that move and sway around us.

  Before too long we see a group of small circular lights – maybe ten or so – coming through the darkness. All of the lights are bobbing at about head level.

  ‘Torch-mouth ghosts!’ I whisper.

  The villagers look scared.

  ‘Don’t worry,’ I say to them, but I’m also trying to reassure myself. Have they had enough training in just two days to fight these ghosts?

  As they come closer, I see that each little light is a burning circle of flame where the ghost’s mouth should be. I also see other ghosts without torch-mouths. These must be the bad-breath ghosts or the needle-hair ghosts that the fat belly said were coming. I am glad he warned me.

  When the ghosts reach the spot we’d picked for our ambush, I make a high warbling sound with my voice. On my signal, the men on each side stand in formation and perform the Pace of Yu, directing its force into the road.

  I jump out into the open and perform my own Pace of Yu, mingling my voice with theirs, weaving it over and under their chant. I end by adopting the reclining dragon stance and flinging a dragon’s tail that whips its tongue of flame around the ghosts.

  Wailing and screaming breaks out amongst the ghosts. They try and break the formation of men, and I see some of the villagers stagger back, injured, but they don’t stop chanting and the ghosts retreat, stunned.

  Suddenly three of the ghosts rush towards me. Two are torch-mouths and I feel the heat of the flames singeing me. The other is a bad-breath and the stench is like I’ve stuck my head into a sewer. I feel myself growing faint.

  I throw my wu ti, my discus weapon, and knock out one of the torch-mouths, then I step forward and stun the bad-breath ghost with a blow from my peachwood sword. The other torch-mouth moves away, but a flick of the snake whip sends him rushing back into the group of ghosts. They huddle together, looking confused and frightened as we surround them.

  We did it. The Pace of Yu men have won this first battle.

  The men look pretty pleased with themselves. They’ve done well, much better than I expected. Up until now, they were peaceful villagers and the sharpest tools they’d held in their hands were axes and picks. They’d had no training in fighting. And these were not weak enemies. But with only a little help, they stopped a whole group of nasty ghosts.

  ‘You did a great job,’ I tell them.

  They nod and smile to each other as we herd the ghosts back towards camp.

  Por had designed a ghost corral surrounded by talismans where any captured ghosts could be held safely. When the time comes for the entrances to the underworld to close up again, those ghosts will be drawn back into the place where they belong.

  A couple of the men have been wounded – one with burns, another with needle punctures, and some are throwing up from the left-over effects of the bad-breath ghosts. I tell them to stay at the camp to be treated.

  After closing the corral with a chant, I rush back to the west gate. Yang Bin is standing in the open gateway, outlined by the light of the fire behind him.

  ‘Bao Ting Ting!’ he calls. ‘You are very annoying for your size. Just stay there for a moment so that I can teach you a lesson.’

  ‘The name is Shen Ting Ting!’ I call back. ‘And you’d better get used to hearing it, because the name Shen will soon be feared everywhere in the world of ghosts. And hey, what happened to your ghost allies?’

  My voice is firm and steady and luckily doesn’t mirror my heart, which is pounding in my chest. I edge closer to get within discus range.

  Yang Bin flicks a couple of fingers and two of his warrior-ghosts step forward. One of them is the huge ghost with the evil-looking scimitar.

  ‘Oh, and by the way,’ Yang Bin calls out as they walk towards me, ‘I caught your fat little friend. He’ll be enjoying an eternity of torment thanks to you!’

  I grip my fists in anger, trying not to show how upset I am. What has he done with the fat belly?

  If he has hurt him . . .

  Stay focused, Ting Ting. He is trying to distract you and weaken you.

  The two ghosts are getting close.

  I roll up my sleeves, exposing the talismans painted on my arms. The smaller one hesitates. I know he is the weak one. A quick mudra and chant and he’s looking up at the trees talking gibberish.

  The warrior-ghost comes towards me and I feel the ground tremble with each step. He swings the sharp blade of the scimitar back and forth in front of him like a deadly pendulum. He is dangerous. I know a simple chant won’t work on him.

  At that moment, a passing hu lantern catches the warrior-ghost with a Ba Gua shadow. For a split second he is frozen, and I make my move.

  I step forward and slash my snake whip, twisting it around his legs, pulling them out from under him. He falls, entangled in the knotted rope. But before I can get my weapon loose he swings the scimitar in a circle low to the ground towards my ankles. I jump and the sword passes under my feet. It’s so close I feel the cool breath of its blade.

  When I land, and before he can swing it back, I leap forward and paste a yellow strip of paper covered with red talisman symbols onto his forehead. He groans, his eyes turn up in his head, the edges of his mouth draw downward and his limbs drop lifelessly. He’ll stay that way for the rest of the night.
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  Yang Bin shouts in anger. He gestures for the other ghosts to stay where they are, and rushes out to fight me himself.

  I throw the discus at his head. He ducks. I’m just able to catch it before he gets too close. A wave of nausea grips me and I almost throw up. He reaches out to grab me. I turn tail and run.

  He comes after me, but he’s heavy and slow and I’m a good runner. There are two things I have to do. The first is to make sure he keeps chasing me. The second is to make sure he doesn’t catch me. If I fail in either, the plan will be ruined.

  He chases me down the path, dark as a tomb under the trees. The eerie sound of his fluttering robe behind me is like a bat hovering above my head, reaching for my hair. At a bend I turn to fight him again, flicking at his face with the snake whip and using a trick of the voice that Little Cloud taught me. A high-pitched nasal sound comes out of me. I wish suddenly that Little Cloud was here fighting with me. We were such a good team. But on my own . . .

  Yang Bin leans back while my whip cracks loudly over his head. I turn to flee again, to lead him on, but he is too quick. He leaps forward and grabs me. His hands close around my neck, squeezing away my breath, choking the life out of me.

  ‘Didn’t you learn before that you are no match for me?’ he says, shaking me. ‘I defeated Bao Min, and she is much stronger than you. Why do you think you can fight me and win?’ He laughs and his triumph echoes around the forest.

  My strength is draining out of me. I drop my weapons, my hands so weak I can’t hold them any longer. Black clouds swim across my eyes.

  I am Ting Ting, I tell myself. I am a ghost-hunter. This is what I do!

  In desperation, I lift my painted arms towards him with the last bit of strength I have and shut my eyes.

  His grip weakens as he sees the talismans on my eyelids and on my arms. I twist out of his choking hands, kick him in the shins, grab my weapons and run.

  I hear him panting only a step or two behind me as I flee down the path. He’s too close for me to turn and fight again. He’d be on me in an instant. There’s only one thing to do.

  I drop flat to the ground.

  Yang Bin can’t stop in time. He runs right over me, so close that I can feel his silk robe sweep coldly across my neck.

  As he comes to a halt and turns back towards me, I leap to my feet and sprint past him behind his back. Yang Bin roars with fury.
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I race towards the rock formation, with Yang Bin in close pursuit. Here, gleaming in the light of the full moon, the place is full of power. This is where our plan is focused. This is where we will win, or where we will fail. The rocks surrounding the arena of the final battle are like tall grey giants reaching towards heaven in the quicksilver moonbeams.

  I lead Yang Bin over talismans that Por and I have inscribed around the stage-like circle at the bottom. As he reaches the middle, there’s a shout.

  I look up and there is Por. She’s taller than I’ve ever seen her as she stands on the highest rock and points down into the circle, her old peachwood sword swinging.

  A rapid volley of syllables comes from her mouth. Each sound echoes from the giant rocks surrounding Yang Bin, as if they are shouting down at him. The sound hits him from all sides. He seems to crumple.
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  Por’s small body straightens even more as she draws power from her surroundings and from the huge bright orb which looms so close above us in the night sky.

  Yang Bin is struggling. It’s like the rock giants are pulling him this way and that way while stretching him and squashing him. The power enveloping the arena is overwhelming.

  Por looks up, summoning strength from the moon. She utters one more long chant of syllables and focuses her voice and her weapon on Yang Bin. But then she wavers. Her body sways on the rock. I’m scared she’s going to fall. This last burst has stripped her of every bit of energy.

  As Por falters, Yang Bin seems to swell with power, a defiant yell coming from his mouth. He is growing bigger!

  I rush towards him, throwing my discus with one hand, holding my snake whip in the other. At the same time I ready myself to deliver a dragon’s tail. It’s the only thing left that I can do.

  The discus misses Yang Bin by an inch, but he has to duck, and that puts him off balance. He is still growing.

  With all the power I can muster, I fling the dragon’s tail towards him. I rush after it, straight at him, swinging my snake whip. The whip curls around his throat. His eyes bulge and his face goes red. My dragon’s tail twirls from his feet up around his body to his head, sending him spinning.

  When he finally stops, the swelling has made him huge and misshapen, like a sack of potatoes over a hot fire. Steam rises and smokes from him. The tall grey rocks seem to lean forward, as if they are sucking in their breath.

  Then his body splits apart.

  Pieces fly this way and that. An eye with half a face, an arm, a leg, a foot, a nose with a bit of his forehead.

  Old Wang, San Ni and several other villagers step out of the shadows where they’d been waiting. They each raise a peachwood sword in one hand, and a simple homemade mingshen mirror in the other as I sing the chant of capture.

  Each piece of Yang Bin floats on a long white plume of mist into a different mirror. One eye is drawn in, then the other; a hand here, a leg there, and over there, a screaming mouth. As I watch, the pieces begin turning back into all the different ghost-fish from Por’s pond. They are weak and dazed from being split apart and the villagers quickly kneel and seal each mirror with the ghostlock fold I taught them.

  I go to each mirror and tie the special knot that will prevent the ghosts from escaping. We will take them to Shanghai and release them back into the pond. These are the semi-dangerous ghosts that won’t be causing trouble again.

  But Yang Bin himself is no more. By absorbing the powers of the ghost-fish, he had linked his essence to each part. Being split ensured his doom. The giant rocks seem to settle back contently into their circle.

  I rush over to Por, who is being supported by a group of villagers.

  ‘We did it, Por,’ I say, putting my arm around her.

  She leans her head in towards mine and touches my cheek. ‘Yes, we did,’ she whispers.

  I smile. Little Cloud would be proud, I think.

  Then I remember the little fat belly. An eternity of torment, Yang Bin had said.

  ‘I have to go, Por. I have to save my friend.’
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I race back to the village. Several ghosts emerge from behind the west gate as I come through. I jump sideways and raise my snake whip. But they pass me by and drift on. I think they are going back to where they were drawn from.

  There are still lots of ghosts wandering about, some looking very lost. They fade in and out of visibility. With Yang Bin gone they are no longer dangerous. As long as the villagers practise their yearly ritual of burning incense and paper money and making offerings of food these ghosts will soon return to the underworld and the gates will close until this time next year.

  But where can the fat belly be?

  I stride into the village square, praying I’m not too late. It is empty but for a warty gourd used for carrying water, hanging from a beam. The gourd is wriggling and small noises are coming out of it.
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  I grab a stool and carefully take it down. ‘Is that you, fat belly?’ I ask, putting my mouth right up to it.

  ‘It’s dark in here,’ comes a little voice. ‘I don’t like it and it smells funny.’

  I sigh with relief. ‘Stay still and cover your ears,’ I say. Then I put the gourd on the ground and very carefully tap the top with a stone like I’m cracking a hardboiled egg. It splits down the middle and the fat belly floats out.

  He shakes himself and a puff of dust gets down my throat, making me cough. He doesn’t appear to be hurt.

  ‘I’m so happy to see you,’ I say.

  He looks around warily. ‘Where’s Yang Bin?’

  ‘Gone,’ I say. ‘For good. We’ll never see him again.’

  ‘I thought I’d be stuck in there forever.’ He shivers and more dust puffs around him.

  ‘You are a very special little fat belly,’ I say affectionately.

  ‘I am?’ The fat belly hovers in the air and looks at me, his head cocked to one side.

  ‘You were drawn by Yang Bin to Black Band Village but you were one of the few ghosts who resisted being enthralled by him.’

  He shrugs and grins like a little boy. ‘I just couldn’t see why conquering the world would be such a great thing.’

  I smile at his wisdom.



Por and Old Wang lead the villagers through the gates. The full moon is high above us and it is almost like day.

  ‘Home at last,’ Old Wang says.

  There is cheering and laughter. The children run ahead, but the parents are more wary, calling them not to go too far, just in case. Everyone has been warned to leave the ghosts alone, even though now they are harmless. The festival feast that is planned for later will deal with most of them.

  Por and I walk side by side while San Ni chatters with excitement of the battle we all fought together. But I’m only half listening.

  I feel different walking beside Por now. It’s as if she has a new kind of respect for me. Or do I feel this way because I’ve found a new kind of respect for myself? There is no doubt that Por loves me and has loved me all along and I wonder how I could have thought otherwise.

  Por looks at me and we both smile. Then she puts her hand on my shoulder. There are no words that need to be spoken.

  The fat belly floats along beside us, but he looks sad.

  ‘What’s wrong?’ San Ni asks him. ‘You don’t have anything to fear from Yang Bin anymore.’

  ‘I know,’ he says. ‘But I will have to be leaving you all soon . . .’

  ‘You could stay here with us,’ San Ni says.

  The fat belly fiddles with a plait of San Ni’s hair. It had grown so long, that before the battle San Ni plaited it into lots of thin braids to keep it out of the way.

  ‘He can’t,’ I murmur.

  ‘Oh,’ San Ni says, ‘I get it.’

  We will all be a little sad to say goodbye to the fat belly boy, but he doesn’t belong in this realm any-more. Like the other ghosts, he must go through the gates and into the underworld. And he will be happier there.

  Even though they’re exhausted from the battle, the first thing the villagers must do is begin preparing a feast with what little they have to send the wandering ghosts on their way.

  I help San Ni set up a table in the moonlit square. The villagers place small offerings of fruit and vegetables on it and spirit money is burned for the ghosts to use in the afterlife.

  I’ve never seen this kind of ceremony before, but apparently it is common.

  At the doorways of their houses they set up small containers filled with sand and burn incense sticks to bring prosperity and good luck to their lives. The fragrance fills the mountainside as spirals of smoke curl into the night sky. Some of the villagers take to the stage and there’s singing and drumming so loud that the birds fly squawking from their roosts.

  I ask Por why the front seats are left empty and how come the noise has to be so loud.

  ‘The front seats are reserved for the ghosts, the volume to please them and to ward off bad luck,’ she says. I see the watermelon-seed ghost lady from the bus. She sits down in the front row, spreads a handkerchief on her lap and digs her hand into a bag of seeds. I begin to recognise others from the bus and the boat.

  An altar is set up with incense and fruit. The music stops and Por is invited to perform a ritual to send not only the ghosts of their ancestors peacefully on their way but also those lost souls who were drawn here by Yang Bin.

  The fat belly stands beside Por, a small boy who had lost his way but is now going home. He was very brave to spy on Yang Bin like he did. The villagers will never forget him. They say they’ll set up a memorial beside the grave of their hero, Hei Jin. He gives a little grin when I tell him.

  I have tears in my eyes as he turns and looks at San Ni and me. It’s not proper to hug a fat belly and I’ve never hugged a ghost before, but I want to, so I step forward with my arms outstretched. He floats into my embrace and settles there for a moment. He feels like cool mist as I squeeze ever so gently.
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   ‘It’s time to go,’ he says.

  I nod. ‘I will find your sister and tell her you are happy and that you love her.’

  The fat belly smiles. ‘And tell her there’s a water buffalo I carved for her in the hole in the tree in

the yard. It’s her favourite animal. I didn’t get time to give it to her before . . .’

  ‘I will,’ I say.

  We wave and watch as the fat belly boy, along with the other ghosts, follows one of the many lotus-shaped hu lanterns caught on a breath of wind. These lanterns will lead them to the portals. The da duzi flies higher and higher until he becomes like a tiny twinkling star. Then he is gone.

  From the corner of my eye I see San Ni hurriedly swipe his cheek with the back of his hand. I pretend I didn’t see and turn away to look at Por.

  To finish the ceremony Por throws rice into the air in all directions. This will give the ghosts sustenance on their journey home.



Por and I lie side by side on straw mats in Old Wang’s house. There are so many questions I want to ask but I don’t have the energy to speak.

  I hear Por’s breath go in and out like small waves rolling in on a calm ocean night. She’s exhausted and is already asleep. The questions will wait until morning.

  I close my eyes and dream of Mama and Baba. I dream that they don’t die in the bus accident but arrive home from the theatre. Mama comes into my room, sits on my bed, strokes my cheek, wipes away the tears.

  ‘Fei Fei,’ she says, with a gentle sigh. ‘Come.’ She takes my hand and leads me from the bed. We fly over the huge city of Shanghai across the wide Huangpu River. As the lights fade I look down and there’s the deep, black ocean sparkling with tiny moons that bob up and down on the surface of the waves. Each one is winking, telling me that everything will be all right, that my journey is just beginning.

  I float down. I’m in my bed and Baba is there with a book. He puts it down on his lap, turns the pages until he finds what he’s looking for. I look down, trying to read the words, but they’re blurry as if I’m looking through rippling water. Then, as the water stills, a sentence comes into focus.

  Knowing other people is intelligence, knowing yourself is wisdom.

  Baba closes the book and I wake up. In my half dream I feel for him as if he was really there.

  I think about the sentence. I don’t know myself completely, not yet. That might take a long time. It mightn’t even be until I’m grown up. But I have learned so much more about myself in the last couple of weeks.

  I know that I’m not ashamed of being a Shen anymore. What my grandfather did has nothing to do with me. I know that I haven’t inherited his bad genes. I know that if I study hard I can become a good ghost-hunter . . . maybe even a great one like Por. And I know that I have a home and that Por is proud of me – even if she isn’t always good at showing it.
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When we arrive back in Shanghai the noise, the smell and bustle hits me as if it’s my first time in the city. I breathe it in deeply.

  As we go through the gates of our house, Por crosses the courtyard and strokes the big holey rock shaped like a man. She leans over and whispers in its ear. Then gives a little giggle as if she hears it whispering something back. I smile. She hasn’t giggled like that at all in the last few weeks.

  My first job is to release all the ghost-fish back into the pond. Twenty mingshen mirrors, each holding a ghost.

  As they land in the water some dive down to the bottom right away, others sit on the surface wondering where they are. Then down they go as well. They look pleased to be back in their pond, especially now that greedy Big Mouth Yang Bin is not there to bully them anymore.
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  I touch the cracked talisman on the edge of the pond that enabled Big Mouth to escape. There’s a break in one of the lines, which drains its power.

  I go into the house, to the secret room, and bring back a paintbrush and pot of red ink. I seal up the crack with the paint and then place a chant over it. Lastly, I check the other talismans to make sure they’re still intact. They are.

  The pond is secure once more.

  I hear the squeal of brakes outside the front gate. It’s the postman. His brakes are better than any whistle. A letter slips through the slot into the box.

  The envelope makes me smile. Three stamps are pasted on the front – a kangaroo, a koala and a platypus, that funny animal that lays eggs, and has a bill and webbed feet like a duck.

  My heart skips a beat. It’s from Australia. From Little Cloud.

  I sit down by the holey rock and begin to read.


Dear Ting Ting,


Sorry this is in English, but writing Chinese characters is impossible for me and your English is way better than my Chinese. I’m writing this letter on the plane home because I already miss you and Por Por so much. I think of Shanghai and the Isle of Clouds and the French ghost and the fat belly, and of course I can’t forget the ghost of your grandfather. I can’t imagine how hard that must have been. I hope you have recovered from your injuries.

       I knew that life could change in a split second, like it did when Mama got sick and died, but I didn’t know that a whole other world existed before I came to China. I can’t stop thinking about ghost-hunting and how awesome we were together. The way it makes me feel, as though I’m not really alive unless I’m hunting ghosts. I guess that’s what happens when you discover what you’re really meant to do.

       I have friends back home, Jess and Bronte. I told you about them and how we go to school together and play in a band. But I’m thinking they’ll never understand who I really am. I’ll probably never be able to tell them what happened because I don’t think they even believe in ghosts. If Mama was alive I could talk to her. She could have been a ghost-hunter but decided not to follow that path. I wonder now if it was because once you are shown that world, nothing can be the way it was before.

       I will tell Papa and my little brother, Robbie. Hopefully they will believe me and help find someone to teach me ghost-hunting here. But it won’t be the same as having you and Por Por with me.

       I have so much to learn from you both. I am so in awe of you because you are so good at it. I wish I lived with Por Por too. Wouldn’t we have fun?!

       Even though we only spent two weeks together I think of you as one of my best friends, or maybe my best friend. I hope you think of me the same way.

       Do you think Por Por would let you come out to Australia for a visit? You’d love it here. And Por Por could come for a holiday too! We have a long school break over the Christmas holidays and the weather is hot and we can go to the beach every day and I can show you around. And, of course, we can hunt ghosts together. There’s this spooky old house down the street that I’m sure is haunted.

       Please write back soon, Ting Ting. I can’t wait to hear what you’ve been doing since I left. Have you hunted any more ghosts?

       Lots of love to my best friend, big sister and fellow awesome ghost-hunter,

       
       Celeste (Little Cloud) LaClaire

       xxxooo



Warm tears run down my cheeks. I’ve never had a close friend or anyone call me a best friend. But now here is Little Cloud who thinks of me as her best friend even though I was really horrible to her in the beginning.

  I’ve never been out of China. I do hope Por will let me go – and maybe even come with me!

  I go inside, clear a space on my messy bed and start writing a letter back to Little Cloud. There is so much to say.

  I start with Big Mouth’s escape and tell her everything. As I write, I look across at the full-length mirror in the corner of my room.

  A girl looks back at me. I like her eyes, which are pure and clear and honest. I like her mouth, which used to droop at the corners but now turns up into a small smile. I like her shiny black hair, which kicks up on her shoulders.

  I smile at her. She smiles back.

  And all around that girl is a glow – the glow of a ghost-hunter.
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A book goes through many phases – from inspiration to writing to editing to printing the final product to selling. At each phase there are people to thank along the way.

  Firstly, I would like to thank Matt Edgerton, Creative Director of Barking Gecko Theatre Company for the initial inspiration. During the process of adapting A Ghost in My Suitcase to the stage he helped me realise just how strong the character of Ting Ting was, even though she was the antagonist in that story. She called out for a book of her own. And so it came to be.

  I would also like to thank my family, especially Steve and Ren, who have read and re-read and edited; my publisher Lisa Riley, editor Katrina Lehman and designer Tony Palmer; my agent Jacinta Di Mase; and all the bookshops and booksellers, teachers and teacher librarians who enthuse children with the love of books and story.

  And lastly, I would like to thank my mother Mabel Wang who, up until last year when she passed away, had been my avid listener, the one to whom I would read every book aloud during the final stages of editing. Every writer needs a good listener. She is sadly missed.







Also by Gabrielle Wang

The Garden of Empress Cassia

The Pearl of Tiger Bay

The Hidden Monastery

The Lion Drummer

A Ghost in My Suitcase

Little Paradise

The Race for the Chinese Zodiac

The Wishbird

The Beast of Hushing Wood

Two Enchanted Tiles from Old China

Our Australian Girl series

Meet Poppy

Poppy at Summerhill

Poppy and the Thief

Poppy Comes Home

Meet Pearlie

Pearlie’s Pet Rescue

Pearlie the Spy

Pearlie’s Ghost

The Poppy Stories

The Pearlie Stories










[image: ]



The flute music stops, and my breath catches in my throat. Silence falls like a veil. Then I hear something – no, I feel it in my chest.‘Steady yourself,’ Por Por whispers. ‘It’s here . . .’



When Celeste travels to China to visit her grandmother, she uncovers an incredible family secret. And with this secret comes danger and adventure. If Celeste is to save her family and friends, she must must learn to harness her rare and powerful gift . . .


Winner of the 2009 Aurealis Award and a CBCA Notable Book.
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I fight to stay afloat, I gulp for air, but the water drags me down . . . Every night I have the dream. And every night it’s the same. In just nine days, on my twelfth birthday, I drown.



Ziggy Truegood lives in a tiny town deep in Hushing Wood, where strange things are happening. The townspeople are fighting, Ziggy feels like something is hunting her, and her beloved woods have become dark and hostile. When exotic Raffi and his grandfather arrive in town, Ziggy finds herself strangely drawn to them. But are they there to save Ziggy, or are they the hunters she has dreamed about?
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The girl’s hands came up to the bars and she gripped them tightly. She was speaking to Boy with her eyes, pleading for help. Then a strange and beautiful sound came from her throat, rising and falling like the wind. Boy had never heard anything like it.And yet it was familiar.



Oriole’s beloved Wishbird is dying and she must leave the Forest to save him. But in the City of Soulless there is danger everywhere. Can Oriole and Boy save Soulless and the Wishbird, or will the city’s darkness prove too great even for magic?
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It’s 1864 and Poppy, disguised as a boy, has escaped from the Aboriginal mission at Bird Creek near Echuca. Her dream is to find her brother Gus, who ran away to pan for gold. But travelling alone through the Australian bush is full of danger and adventure . . .



Journey with Poppy across all four exciting stories about a girl who dreams of a better life during the Gold Rush. Resourceful, brave and kind, Poppy is an unforgettable Australian girl.
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