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Eight

They walked in tense, palpable silence. 

It was not that it was awkward—in honesty, that would have been preferable. It was rather that their proximity to each other, with Juliette walking ahead and Roma trailing three paces behind so they weren’t seen together, was horrifyingly familiar and, quite frankly, the last thing Juliette wanted to feel for Roma Montagov was nostalgia.

Juliette dared a glance back as they worked through the long, winding streets of the French Concession. Because there were so many foreigners here clambering for a piece of the city, the roads of the French Concession reflected their greed, their scramble. Houses within each sector turned inward in a manner that—if viewed from the skies—almost appeared circular, huddling in on themselves to protect their underbelly.

The streets here were just as busy as the Chinese parts of the city, but everything was somewhat more orderly. Barbers performed their duties on the pavement like usual, only every few seconds they would reach down with their feet and neatly brush the discarded tufts of hair closer to the gutters. Vendors sold their wares at moderate volumes, rather than the usual screaming Juliette would hear in the western parts of Shanghai. It was not only the adaptations of the people that made the French Concession peculiar—the buildings seem to sit a little straighter, the water seemed to run a little clearer, the birds seemed to chirp a little louder. 

Perhaps they all sensed Roma Montagov’s presence and were bristling in warning.

And Roma was bristling right back, inspecting the houses with his eyes narrowed into the twilight.

It hurt to look at him like this: unaware, curious.

“Careful that you don’t trip,” Roma intoned. 

Juliette glared at him, though he was still looking at the houses, then forced her gaze back onto the sidewalk before her. She should have known any sort of obliviousness from Roma Montagov was merely an act. She had once known him better than she knew herself. She used to be able to predict his every move . . . except the one time when it really mattered.

Roma and Juliette met on an evening like this four years ago, right before this city imploded with the bustle of its new reputation.

The year was 1922, and nothing was impossible. Planes dove and swooped in the sky and the last remnants of the Great War were being scrubbed clean. Humanity seemed to be on an upward turn from the fighting and the hatred and the warfare that had once spilled over the edges, allowing the good things at the bottom to slowly rise. Even the blood feud in Shanghai had reached an unspoken sort of equilibrium, where instead of fighting, a Scarlet and a White Flower might nod coldly at one another if they were to pass on the streets.

It was an atmosphere of hope that had welcomed Juliette when she stepped off the steamboat then, her legs unsteady after a month at sea. Mid-October, the air warm but becoming brisk, workers bantering by the port-side as they volleyed packages into waiting boats.

At fifteen, Juliette had come back with dreams. She was going to do something worthy of remembrance, be someone worthy of commemoration, ignite lives worth fighting for. It was a feeling she hadn’t known when she left at the age of five, sent away with little more than some clothes, an elaborate fountain pen, and a photograph so she wouldn’t forget what her parents looked like. 

It was the high of that feeling that had sent her chasing after Roma Montagov.

Juliette’s whole chest shuddered as she exhaled into the night. Her eyes burned, and quickly she wiped the sole tear that had fallen down her cheek, her teeth gritted hard. 

“Are we almost there?”

“Relax,” Juliette said without turning around. She didn’t dare, in case her eyes were glimmering under the dimly burning streetlamps. “I’m not leading you astray.”

Back then, she hadn’t known who he was, but Roma had known her. He would reveal months later that he had rolled that marble at her on purpose, testing to see how she would react while she waited by the ports. The marble had come to a stop near her shoe—American shoes, shoes that wouldn’t blend in with the cloth and heavy soles stomping down around her.

“That’s mine.”

She remembered her head jerking up upon picking up the marble, thinking the voice belonged to a rough Chinese merchant. Instead, she had been looking into a pale, young face with the features of a foreigner—a smorgasbord of sharp lines and wide, concerned eyes. The accent with which he spoke the local dialect was even better than hers, and her tutor had refused to speak anything except Shanghainese in case she forgot it.

Juliette had rolled the marble into her palm, closing her fingers around it tightly.

“It’s mine now.”

It was almost funny now, how Roma had startled upon hearing her Russian—flawless, if a little stilted from a lack of practice. His brow furrowed.

“That’s not fair.” He stayed in the Shanghai dialect.

“Finders keepers.” Juliette refused to switch out of Russian.

“Fine,” Roma said, finally returning to his native tongue so they spoke the same language. “Play a game with me. If you win, you may keep the marble. If I win, I get it back.”

Juliette had lost, and rather grudgingly, returned the marble. But Roma had not started the game for the fun of it, and he wouldn’t let her slip away that easily. When she turned to leave, he reached for her hand.

“I’m here every week at this time,” he said sincerely. “We can play again.”

Juliette was laughing as she slid her fingers out of his hold. “Just you wait,” she called back. “I’ll win them all from you.”

She would find out later that the boy was Roma Montagov, the son of her greatest enemy. But she would return to find him anyway, thinking herself shrewd, thinking herself clever. For months they flirted and pretended and toed the line between enemy and friend, both knowing who the other was but neither admitting to it, both trying to gain something from this friendship but being uncareful, falling too deep without knowing.

When they were launching marbles along the uneven ground, they were just Roma and Juliette, not Roma Montagov and Juliette Cai, the heirs of rival gangs. They were laughing kids who had found a confidant, a friend who understood the need to be someone else if only for a while each day.

They fell in love.

At least—Juliette thought they had.

“Juliette!” 

Juliette gasped, coming to a quick stop. In her daze, she had been two heartbeats away from walking right into a parked rickshaw.  Roma yanked her back, and instinctively, she looked up at him, at his certainty and cautiousness and clear, cold eyes.

“Let me go,” Juliette hissed, yanking her arm away. “We’re almost to the hospital. Keep up.” 

She hurried ahead, her elbow stinging where he had touched her. Roma was fast to follow, as he always was, as he had always known how, trailing after her in a way that seemed natural to the untrained eye, so that anybody looking upon them would think it to be a coincidence Roma Montagov and Juliette Cai were walking near each other, if the prying eye recognized them at all. 

The grandiose building ahead loomed into view. Number 17, Arsenal Road. 

“We’re here,” Juliette announced coldly.

The same hospital where they had brought all the bodies after the explosion. 

“Keep your head down.”

Just to defy her, Roma squinted up at the hospital. He frowned like he could sense the familiarity of such a place merely by the shakiness of Juliette’s voice. But of course he didn’t—he couldn’t. She watched him stand there, easy in his own skin, and felt her palms burn with fury. She supposed he knew exactly how deeply this city felt the weight of what he had done. The blood feud had never been as bloody in those first few months after his attack. If she had leaned in to smell the letters that Rosalind and Kathleen sent across the Pacific Ocean, breathed in the ink that they scrawled messily onto thick, white paper to describe the casualties, she imagined that she would have been able to smell the gore and violence that slicked the streets red. 

She had believed Roma to be on the same side as her. She had believed that they could forge their own world, one free of the blood feud. 

Nothing but lies. The explosion in the servants’ house was the most serious hit that the White Flowers could ever get away with. They would have been spotted trying to blow the main mansion, but the servants’ house was unwatched, dismissed, an afterthought. 

So many Scarlet lives, gone in an instant. It had been a declaration of war.

And it could not have been achieved without Roma’s help. The way the men had snuck in, the way the gate had been left open—it was all intel that only Roma could have known from the weeks and weeks spent with Juliette. 

Juliette had been betrayed, and here she was, still reeling from it four years later. Here she was, harboring this pulsating lump of hatred burning in her stomach that had only gotten hotter and hotter in the years she had been robbed of a confrontation, an explanation, and yet still she did not have the courage to sink her knife right into Roma’s chest, to get revenge in the only way she knew how. 

I am weak, she thought. Even as this hate consumed her, it was not enough to burn away every instinct she had to reach for Roma, to keep him from harm. 

Perhaps the strength to destroy him would come with time. Juliette simply needed to bide it. 

“Head down,” she prompted again, pushing through the double doors to enter the hospital foyer.

“Miss Cai,” a doctor greeted as soon as Juliette approached the front desk. “Can I help you with anything?”

“Help me like this—” With one hand, Juliette mimed her lips zipping shut. With the other, she leaned over the desk and swiped the key to the morgue. The doctor’s eyes widened, but he looked away. The key cold in her palm, Juliette kept moving through the hospital, trying to breathe as shallowly as possible. It always smelled like decay here.

Before long, they had reached the back of the hospital, and Juliette stopped in front of the door to the morgue with a huff. She turned around to face Roma, who had been walking while staring at his shoes, as commanded. Even with his best effort, his shrinking-violet act wasn’t convincing. Poor posture was ill suited on him. He was born with pride stitched to his spine.

“In here?” he asked. He sounded hesitant, like Juliette was leading him into a trap. 

Without speaking, Juliette slid the key in, unlocked the door, and flipped on the light switch, revealing the single corpse inside. It was lying on a metal table that took up half the floor space. Underneath the white-blue lighting, the dead man looked to have already wasted away, mostly covered by a sheet.

Roma stepped in after her and took one look at the tiny room. He started toward the corpse, rolling up his sleeves. Only before he could lift the sheet, he paused, hesitating.

“This is a small hospital and someone else is probably going to die within the hour,” Juliette prompted. “Get a move on before they decide to transfer this man to a funeral home.”

Roma threw a glance back at Juliette, eyeing the impatient stance she had adopted.

“Do you have somewhere better to be?”

“Yes,” Juliette said without hesitation. “Get on with it.”

Visibly prickled, Roma yanked the sheet off. He appeared to be surprised when he found bare feet on the man.

Juliette pushed off from the wall. “For crying out loud.” She marched over and dropped to a crouch by the shelves beneath the metal table, retrieving a large box of bagged items and dumping out its contents. After tossing aside the slightly bloody wedding ring, the very bloody necklace, and the toupee, Juliette found the mismatched pair of shoes that had been on his feet that day. She peeled the bag open and shook the nicer one out. 

“Yes?”

Roma’s lips were thinned, his jaw pulled tight. “Yes.”

“Can we agree that this man was indeed at the scene, then?” Juliette asked.

Roma nodded.

That was that. They didn’t speak while Juliette put everything into the box again, her fingers working nimbly. Roma was somber, his eyes fixed to a random point on the wall. She figured that he couldn’t wait to get out of here, to stretch the distance between their bodies as far as possible and pretend the other didn’t exist—at least until the next corpse of the blood feud got thrown over the territory lines. 

Juliette pushed the box back in and found her hands to be trembling. She scrunched them into fists, squeezing as hard as she could manage when she stood and met Roma’s gaze.

“After you,” he said, gesturing to the door.

Four years. It should have been enough. As the seasons blew by and all this time crawled forward, he should have become a stranger. He should have grown to smile differently, as Rosalind had, or walk differently, as Kathleen did. He should have turned more brash, like Tyler, or even adopted a wearier air, like Juliette’s own mother. Only he looked at her now and all he had become was . . . older. He looked at her and Juliette still saw the exact same eyes wearing the exact same stare—unreadable unless he let her through, unshakable unless he allowed himself to let go.

Roma Montagov had not changed. The Roma who had loved her. The Roma who had betrayed her.

Juliette forced herself to release her fists, her fingers aching from the tension she had squeezed into them. With the briefest nod in Roma’s direction, allowing him to follow her back out, she reached for the door and waved him through, shutting the morgue after herself with a heavy finality and opening her mouth to bid Roma a cold, firm farewell.

Only before she even had the chance to speak, she was interrupted by absolute, world-ending pandemonium within the hospital. At the far end of the corridor, doctors and nurses were wheeling gurneys, screaming at one another for an update on a situation or the location of a free room. Roma and Juliette ran forward immediately, returning to the lobby of the hospital. They were already expecting tragedy, but somehow, what they found was even worse.

The floor was slick with crimson. The air was heavy.

Everywhere they looked: dying Scarlet Gang members, gushing blood from their throats and screeching in agony. There had to be twenty, thirty, forty, either dying or already dead, either motionless or presently still trying to dig their fingers into their own veins. 

“Oh God,” Roma whispered. “It’s started.”


Eleven

Juliette slammed the trunk of the car shut, clicking its latch so vigorously that the vehicle shuddered up and down on its tires. 

“Ready,” she called to the driver. “Go forth.”

Through the rearview mirror, the driver gave a grim nod. The car started to pull away from the gravel driveway, rumbling in the direction of the front gate and toward the nearest hospital. The dead bodies in the trunk would be out of Juliette’s hands then. She hoped the hospital appreciated how delicately the Scarlets had wrapped the corpses in thick bedsheets.

“Miss Cai.”

Juliette turned, finding a messenger coming her way. “Yes?”

The messenger gestured back at the house. “Your parents have come downstairs. They ask what is occurring.”

“Oh, now they come down,” Juliette muttered under her breath. Not when there was screaming in the hallways. Not when Juliette was yelling obscenities so the gangsters would hurry up with the spare bedsheets and the maids would fetch water so the servants could attempt to scrub out the stains on the floorboards.

They were going to need to hire some heavy-duty cleaners. 

“I’ll go speak to my parents.” Juliette sighed. She strolled past the messenger, shoulders heavy with anticipation. Her parents might have been taking a meeting upstairs, but dozens of relatives had witnessed the terrible deaths, and talk in this house spread fast.

But when Juliette came back into the living room, she had to do a double take, seeing what seemed to be the entirety of her family.

“Are we having a party I wasn’t invited to?” Juliette jeered, halting to a stop at the threshold. There were still bloodstains in the kitchen, and her relatives were all gathered here en masse? Did they want to get infected and die?

Lord Cai stood, cutting off whichever relative had been speaking within the gathering. 

“Juliette,” he said, inclining his chin up the staircase. There was something in his hands. A few slips of creamy white paper. Expensive paper. “Come.”

It was as clear a dismissal as any for the rest of the household. While everybody else dispersed, however, Tyler remained on the couch, his hands placed behind his head like he had all the time in the world. He cocked his head at Juliette’s death glare, feigning obliviousness. 

Juliette bit down on her tongue. She scuttled up the stairs after her father.

“What are we to do with the bloodstains?” she asked as they filtered into his office. Her mother was already there, seated on the other side of her father’s desk and browsing through reports.

“We will have someone come to clean it,” Lady Cai replied, looking up and flicking a phantom speck of dust off the sleeve of her qipao. “I am more concerned with why people were tearing their throats out in this house in the first place—”

“It’s the madness,” Juliette interrupted. “It’s here, and it could be a viral contagion. We need to ask the other maids who were in contact with the victims to remain in their rooms for a few days.”

Her father sat down in his own big chair and crossed his hands over his stomach. Her mother tilted her head quizzically.

“And how do you know it is a contagion?” Lord Cai asked. Though Juliette froze at the question, belatedly realizing she had relayed a detail from Roma, her father did not sound suspicious. He had only asked the question plainly, as he did in any everyday conversation. She told herself to calm down. If her father were suspicious, he was the type to make the fact simple and clear. 

“Word on the street,” Juliette replied. “It may only get worse from here on out.”

Lady Cai pinched the bridge of her nose. She shook her head, waving off the thought. “Three dead in this household still does not stand up against the thousands being swayed by the political tide.”

Juliette blinked. “But, Māma—”

“Don’t you wish to know why everybody was gathered around in such fascination downstairs?” Lord Cai cut in. He pushed the paper in his hands onto the desk, angling them so that Juliette could get a good look. The conversation had moved on then; the madness was truly only an offshoot of politics in their minds. 

Fine, Juliette thought. If she was the only one with the right priorities, then she could solve this whole damn thing on her own.

Juliette picked up the smaller slip of paper, her own name immediately catching her attention. 

Miss Cai, I would love to see you there. —Paul

“What is this?” Juliette demanded.

“An invitation,” Lady Cai explained, “to a masquerade party in the French Concession next week.”

Juliette leaned in to read the bigger piece of paper, tutting under her breath. She didn’t like the sound of this. Foreigners extending their hands in invitation could only mean demands and expectations.

“It is the French who are summoning us?” she asked.

“The function is a joint venture between the different foreign powers,” her father replied softly. In a mocking tone, he added, “The French, British, Americans, and everyone else—they wish to come together and celebrate the native powers of Shanghai,” reciting the text just as Juliette’s eyes scanned over it. 

Our hospitality is extended to all under the protection of Lord Cai, it read. This party was inviting every member of the Scarlet Gang.

Lady Cai scoffed. “If the foreigners wanted to celebrate us, they could begin by remembering this is our country, not theirs.”

Juliette turned to look at her mother, curious. Distaste was fouling the lines in Lady Cai’s face, deepening the grooves that she spent each morning covering with a layer of fine powder.

“However,” Lord Cai continued, as if his wife hadn’t made a scathing remark, “it is the French who wish to meet with us. There’s another card lurking here somewhere.”

After a few seconds of confused searching, Juliette lifted the bigger sheet of paper and found the third and final card, the same size as the one from Paul. This one was for her father, from the Consul-General of France in Shanghai. There were only two lines of writing. He was requesting a meeting at the party to discuss the situation in Shanghai, whatever that meant.

“Well,” Juliette said, “does this mean trouble for us?”

“It may not be trouble.” Lord Cai shrugged. “We will have to see.”

Juliette narrowed her eyes. She didn’t like how her parents had drifted into a pregnant silence, one that was waiting for something . . . something . . . 

“I certainly hope you’re not going to make me go to this masquerade,” Juliette guessed contemptuously.

“I am not going to make you go like some tyrant,” her father replied. “But I would strongly prefer it if you attended with me.”

“Bàba,” Juliette whined. “I did enough partying in New York to last nine lives. The French can say they want to discuss the state of affairs in Shanghai all they like, but we know they’re useless.”

“Juliette,” her mother scolded.

“What?” Juliette retorted, righteous.

“No, no, she is right,” Lord Cai said. “The French wish to meet only to discuss the Scarlet militia. They wish to hear how many people I have under my control and they wish to have my cooperation under the possibility of a Communist revolt. That is all true.”

Her father leaned forward then, pinpointing his gaze on her, and suddenly Juliette regretted whining, because she felt like a child being told off for protesting an early bedtime.

“But we still need allies. We need power, we need customers, and we need their support. And I need you to be my little translator when they mutter among themselves in French, thinking I cannot understand them.”

Juliette made a disgruntled noise at the back of her throat. “Very well,” she said. She reached for the letter of invitation and shoved it in her pocket, wanting to examine it more in her own time. “I’ll go, mais ce n’est pas de bon gré!”

She strode for the door, dismissing herself. She was so close—one hand was already on the handle and her body was in midstride—when her mother called out, “Wait.”

Juliette halted.

“This . . . Paul,” Lady Cai said. “Why is he calling after you?”

Lady Cai had said his name like it was some magic spell used for summoning. As if it held some grand weight to it rather than it be one syllable of lackluster annoyance.

“He is Walter Dexter’s son,” Juliette replied, apathetic. “They are still trying to hire us as middlemen for their drug trade.”

Lady Cai mulled over that for a long moment. Then she said, “Is he handsome?”

“Ugh, please.” Juliette pushed forward. “He is using me, Māma. It is that simple. Please excuse me now. I have work to—what are you doing?”

That latter part was directed at Tyler, who had been lurking close enough to the door that Juliette had hit his shoulder when it opened.

“Calm down,” Tyler said. “I’m on my way to the washroom.”

They both knew that was a big, fat lie—as wide as Tyler’s monstrous smile and as long as his list of crimes. 

Juliette closed her father’s office door after herself with a solid thud. She stared at her cousin, waiting, and he only stared back. His cheek was still bright with its cut, having not yet fully scabbed over.

“Do you have something you’d like to say to me, Tyler?” Juliette asked.

“Only one,” Tyler replied. His eyes flitted up, knowing her parents could still hear this conversation. “I’m very excited to attend this party. Le moment où tu n’es plus utile, je serai prêt à prendre ta place.”

Juliette stiffened. Satisfied with the reaction he had incited, Tyler grinned again and merrily pivoted on his heel, strolling down the hallway with his hands shoved into his pockets and a low whistle sounding from his mouth. 

When you stop being useful, I’ll be here to replace you.

“Va te faire foutre,” Juliette muttered. She took the stairs down two at a time, glared at the relatives who were still chatting on the couches, then made a beeline for the kitchen. There, she found Kathleen, who was still peering at the stains in the floor tiles. She was also chomping on an apple, though it was beyond Juliette how her cousin managed to have an appetite.

“Any luck?” Juliette asked. 

“Oh, I gave up trying to clean out the stains ten minutes ago,” Kathleen replied. “I’m just inspecting that one because it looks like a cat.”

Juliette blinked.

Kathleen took another bite of her apple. “Too soon?”

“Way too soon,” Juliette said. “Are you busy right now? I need your Communist ties.”

“For the last time”—Kathleen threw her apple core into the trash can—“knowing who our spies are in the Party does not qualify me as a Communist. What am I finding?”

Juliette put her hands on her hips. “Zhang Gutai’s home address.” 

Kathleen wrinkled her brow, trying to place the name. “You can’t find his workplace? He edits that newspaper, doesn’t he?”

“I can go poke around his workplace too,” Juliette confirmed, “but I want alternatives.”

“Alternatives” was a funny way of putting it. Juliette wanted his home address so she could break in and rummage around his belongings, should his answers in person prove lacking. 

But she didn’t have to clarify for Kathleen. Kathleen knew. She mocked a salute, her lips quirking. “On it.”

“Lice?” Roma echoed in horror.

“Lice-like,” Lourens emphasized, his correction accompanied by a sigh. He pointed to the strip of skin he had slit off the corpse, where the thick membranes were bulging with little pockets of dead insects. Benedikt was slightly green, and Marshall had his fingers pressed to his mouth. 

“They jump from host to host through the hair, then burrow into the scalp,” Lourens went on. He pushed down on an insect with his finger. Nearby, one of the scientists was blanching at the sight, unable to pull his curiosity away from the unconventional autopsy happening right atop the worktable. No matter—the White Flowers had seen stranger things. 

“Good God,” Marshall muttered. “We could have been infected.”

Benedikt made an offended noise. “They’re dead already,” he replied, gesturing forward with his hand. 

“And yet you made me pull one out,” Marshall retorted. He shuddered, his full body vibrating with the motion. “So revolting—”

Roma tapped his fingers against the worktable. The lab was devoid of proper fresh air, and he had hardly slept the night before. His head was starting to pound with ferocity.

“Gentlemen,” he prompted, trying to redirect Benedikt’s and Marshall’s attention back to Lourens. It did not work.

“The future well-being of the White Flowers thanks you.”

“Oh, please, what will they know of my heroism?”

Roma exchanged a glance with Lourens and shook his head. There was no point trying to butt in when Benedikt and Marshall got like this. When they weren’t scheming together, they were bickering together. It was almost always about the most nonsensical things that truly did not require an hour-long debate, yet regardless, Roma’s two friends engaged in them, sometimes until their faces turned red. Roma wasn’t sure if Benedikt and Marshall were fated to eventually kill each other or kiss each other. 

“Anyhow,” Lourens said, clearing his throat when there was the slightest lull in the argument, “with the resources we have here, we may be more advantaged than Shanghai’s hospitals. I’d like to try to figure out how to engineer a cure, if that pleases you.”

“Yes,” Roma all but pleaded. “That would be great. Thank you, Lourens—”

“Don’t rush to thank me yet.” Lourens tutted. “I cannot find a cure for this odd infestation without the help of you youth.”

Marshall quirked an eyebrow. Benedikt jammed his elbow into Marshall’s ribs to keep him from making any sarcastic remark about his youth.

“Anything,” Roma promised. 

“I’ll need to run experiments,” Lourens said. He nodded to himself. “You must find me a live victim.”

“A live—”

This time, it was Roma who jammed his elbow into Marshall’s side. 

“We’re on it,” Roma said quickly. “Thank you, Lourens. Truly.”

When Lourens nodded his begrudging acceptance of such a sentiment, Roma pushed away from the worktable, gesturing for Benedikt and Marshall to follow suit, and the three of them took their leave. Roma was rather impressed that Marshall managed to stay silent until they pushed through the front doors. It was only when they were upon the sidewalk, under the thick clouds of the city, that Marshall finally erupted with: “How the hell do you propose we bring him a live victim?”

Roma sighed, shoving his hands deep in his pockets. He started back in the direction of the White Flower headquarters with his cousin trailing close on his tail. Marshall, meanwhile, as a bundle of unspent energy, bounced in front of them, walking backward.

“You’re going to trip on a pebble,” Benedikt warned.

“You’re giving me a headache,” Roma added.

“We don’t know who’s a victim of the madness until they succumb to it,” Marshall went on, ignoring them both. “As soon as someone is succumbing, how would we keep them alive long enough to take them to the lab?”

Roma shut his eyes momentarily. When he opened them again, they felt like they weighed a thousand tons. “I don’t know.” 

The throbbing in his head was only getting worse. Roma hardly contributed to conversation as they made their way home, and when the turn into the main building block appeared, he ducked through with a muttered goodbye, leaving Benedikt and Marshall to stare after him before they proceeded to their own living quarters. His friends would forgive him. Roma fell silent when he needed to think, when the city grew far too loud and he could hardly hear his own thoughts. 

Roma eased the front door shut. All he needed was a moment of quiet and then he could have a grand ol’ time trying to figure out a plan for Lourens—

“Roma.”

Roma’s head jerked up, his foot stalling on the





























































Eighteen

Roma descended the stairs. Though his physical body had carried him here, had moved him through the motions of waving his thanks at the bartender, through lifting the curtain at the back of the bar, his head remained miles away, still hovering outside the hospital room and watching Alisa in her induced coma—her arms and legs strapped down to the bed for her own safety.

“I am undefeated!”

At the roar that traveled up the spiraling staircase, Roma’s mind returned to him, and his anger slammed back into full force. Blood boiling, he jumped the last five steps, landing upon the floorboards with a heavy, wooden thump. 

Roma ventured deeper into this shallow underground, navigating the room underneath the bar. The construction of this place had sucked up almost all of his father’s funds a few years back—the floors were uneven from overuse and the lights on the low ceiling flickered on and off at random. It smelled of sweat and piss and there were so many voices shouting over one another that this could have been a gathering for delinquents, but there was no doubting the exorbitant design of this place. One look was enough—at the fighting pit in the center of the room, at the flashes of silver built into the ropes that secured the ring—to know that this underground arena was one of Lord Montagov’s most prized investments. It was no wonder, given the betting charges down here had earned him back his losses within weeks. 

“Don’t you two have better things to do than hang out amid all this?”

Roma dropped into a seat at a spectator’s table, inspecting the ceramic cups in front of Benedikt and Marshall. 

“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Benedikt replied.

“This is the last time. I promise,” Marshall said. “Afterward—no, get him by the legs!”

Marshall’s attention had been drawn away momentarily by the fight. The crowd around the barrier cheered as the loser went down and the victor pumped his fists into the air. 

“Terrible form,” Marshall muttered, turning his gaze back. 

Disgruntled, Roma lifted the cup in front of Benedikt and took a cautionary sniff. His cousin snatched it from his hands. 

“Don’t drink that,” Benedikt warned.

“Vodka?” Roma asked in response, at last identifying the smell that had been wafting under his nose. “In a teacup? Really?”

“Not my idea.”

Marshall leaned in with a sly grin. “Yes, don’t blame your sweet cousin. It was mine.” 

Their table suddenly shuddered with the impact of another man going down in the ring, the crowd roaring with cheers. A woman was marking the scores with a piece of chalk. In flocks before every fight, spectators ran to her with cash, calling out bets on who would win. 

Roma wasn’t entirely surprised to see Dimitri Voronin stepping into the ring next. He seemed like the type to spend all his free time down here, mingling with the filth that coated the floors and feeling right at home. Roma, meanwhile, made it his goal to avoid this place. He would come down only if the matter couldn’t wait, as was the case now.

“I just spoke with my father at home,” Roma said. He angled his head so he didn’t have to watch Dimitri pump his fists and bare his teeth to the crowd. “He has stopped caring about the madness. He thinks it is something that can be waited out. He thinks that Alisa will simply wake up and snap out of it when she has grown tired of trying to tear out her throat.”

That was a half truth. Lord Montagov no longer wished to investigate the madness, but it was not apathy. It was because Roma had hit a nerve and struck him right where it hurt most. This inaction was punishment. For calling his own father a coward, Lord Montagov would show him just how cowardly he could be, and let Alisa wilt away.

“He is an idiot.” Marshall paused. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Roma muttered. It was as if his father did not realize that they could not run a gang without gangsters. Lord Montagov had too much confidence in himself—most of it undeserved. If the worst-case scenario arrived, he probably thought he could face off with death and demand their assets back.

“I have to do something.” Roma held his head in his hands. “But short of siphoning all of our funds to the lab so Lourens has more resources to work on a cure—”

“Hold on,” Marshall said. “Why wait for Lourens to make a cure from square one when there is word on the street about someone already having made a vaccine? We can steal the vaccine, run our research—”

“There is no way to know if the vaccine is real,” Benedikt cut in. “If you are speaking about the Larkspur, he sounds like an utter charlatan.” 

Roma nodded in agreement. He had heard the rumors too, but it was nonsense—merely a way to profit off the panic sweeping through the city. If trained doctors could barely understand the mechanisms of this madness, how could one foreign man have dreamed up the cure?

“We must still find that live victim Lourens requires,” Roma decided. “But . . .” 

The sound of bones being crushed rang out from the ring, and the woman shouted for another contestant to take on the “godly Dimitri Voronin.” Roma cringed, wishing he could block out all the noise.

From the table beside them, a man rose and ran up excitedly.

“But,” Roma tried to continue over the uproar, watching the man go with a grimace, “we cannot sit idle and wait for a cure that Lourens may or may not find. And truly, I am at a loss as to what else—”

A roar came from the crowds then, this one not of murderous joy but of outrage and disappointment. Roma whipped around, cursing when he saw why the fight had been interrupted. 

Dimitri had pulled a gun on his next competitor.

Benedikt and Marshall rose, but Roma quickly held out a hand, telling them to sit down. Dimitri’s competitor, on closer appraisal, was not Russian. Roma had missed it before in his cursory glance when the man was running up, but the sweep of pomade in his hair gave him away as American.

“Let’s calm down now, old boy.” The American laughed nervously. His accent confirmed Roma’s assessment. “I thought this was a fight, not a showdown in the Wild West.”

Dimitri pulled a face, failing to comprehend what the American was saying. “Scarlet merchants who sneak in here face the consequences.”

His competitor’s eyes widened. “I—I’m not with the Scarlet Gang.”

“You trade with the Scarlet Gang. I have seen your face on their side of the streets.”

“But I am not affiliated,” the man protested. 

“In this city, you are one or the other.”

Roma got out of his chair. He cast his two friends a sharp look, warning them not to follow, then turned, his face locked in its harsh expression. The American continued stammering away in the ring. Dimitri strode closer with his gun. By the time Roma had pushed his way through the crowd and climbed over the ropes, Dimitri was directly in front of the American, his nostrils flared wide in his anger. 

What is he so worked up about? Roma genuinely wondered. Slights like these could be easily ignored. It wasn’t as if this man was a true Scarlet. If he was stupid enough to come into a White Flower fight club, his ship had probably landed in Shanghai only days ago. 

Roma jumped into the ring, his steps smooth until he was sliding right between the American and Dimitri’s barrel. “That’s enough.” 

“Move, Roma,” Dimitri thundered. He pushed his gun forward in threat, until the cool metal pressed an indent into Roma’s forehead. “Run off—this does not concern you.”

“Or what?” Roma replied coolly. “You’ll shoot me?” 

Up here, under these lights, surrounded by a crowd of White Flowers, Roma was safer than he could ever be. There was a gun to his head, but he was unafraid. Dimitri had one choice here, and with an ear perked to the dissatisfied screaming coming from the spectators, he seemed to be realizing that Roma had him trapped. To Dimitri, perhaps Roma was the annoying kid in the household that Lord Montagov did not trust. To the people around them, Roma was heir of the White Flowers—a killer of Scarlets and neck-deep in every drop of blood he had spilled in the name of vengeance. Like it or not, Roma was still a Montagov, and Montagovs had power. If Roma said this American wasn’t a Scarlet, he wasn’t a Scarlet.

Roma waved for the American to leave. 

But as soon as the American stepped out of the ring, hurrying for the exit, Dimitri aimed and shot him anyway.

“No!” Roma roared.

The crowd became a mixed cacophony of cheering and horrified booing, split between those who had secretly been waiting for Dimitri to draw the blood they craved and those who were eyeing the situation warily now, wondering what role Roma played here if he could not get Dimitri to listen to him.

Roma had been simmering all day. He could not get the doctors to heed his demands. He could not convince his own father to see reason. He was the heir of the White Flowers—heir to an underground empire made of killers and gangsters and toughened merchants who had fled a country ravaged by war. If he could not hold on to their respect, could not rule over them and feed on their fear, then what the hell did he have? 

Dimitri made one move against him, and suddenly Roma was surrounded by the jeering of the people he was supposed to command, looked at as if he were a child and not their heir. If it had been Dimitri at the hospital, perhaps the doctors would have listened. If Dimitri had told Lord Montagov that the madness was threatening the city more furiously than they had ever anticipated, Lord Montagov would have listened.

Roma’s control was slipping through his fingers like fine grains of sand. When he closed his fist, there were almost no grains left for him to hold on to. His hands were almost empty.

If he lost the respect of these White Flowers around him, he lost his status. If he was no longer Roma Montagov, heir of the White Flowers, then he could not protect those he actually cared to keep safe. 

He had already failed Alisa.

He didn’t want to keep failing.

“We will not tolerate the Scarlet Gang!” Dimitri was pumping his fists up and down, his handgun raising and lowering callously, riling up the spectators. “We will kill them all!”

A long time ago, Roma had told Juliette that her anger was like a cold diamond. It was something she could swallow smoothly, something to be placed upon other people, gliding along their skin in glitter and glamour before they realized far too late that the diamond had sliced them into pieces. He had admired her for it. Mostly because his own anger was the precise opposite—an uncontrollable wave of fire that knew no subtlety.

And it had arrived.

In two quick motions, Roma lunged for Dimitri and disarmed him, throwing the gun into the crowd. 

“You didn’t give the American a fair fight,” Roma said. He gestured for Dimitri to approach. “So I’ll let you make it up.”

The crowd screamed their approval. Dimitri stood still for a second, trying to decipher Roma’s motivation. Then, with a glance outward into the cheering, he cricked his neck and charged.

Roma refused to let this descend into the monstrous, bestial grappling that these places were known for. As soon as he slammed his arm up for his first block, he remained quick, light on his feet, each one of his punches thrown with intent. The ring was rocking with the intensity of the spectators, the entire club raging so loudly that its sounds were ringing with a faint echo.

To the observers, everything was a rapid blur.

To Roma, it was all instinct. He had spent years pretend sparring with Benedikt, and it was finally counting for something. Roma switched from offense to defense within heartbeats; his right arm came up to block a punch and his left arm tore forward at the same time, landing a hit so solidly upon Dimitri’s jaw that the other boy stumbled back, a mania playing in his eyes.

It did not matter how furious Dimitri was. Roma was not tiring. It almost felt supernatural, this exhilaration rushing through the lines of his limbs, this pulsating, absolute need to win against the favorite, to have the people remember who was the actual Montagov and who was the fraud, who was the one deserving of dignity as the heir.

Then Dimitri got a hit on Roma’s cheek, and something stung, far more than he expected.

Roma hissed, stumbling back three steps to gather his bearings. Dimitri swung his arms, rolling out his shoulders, and under the lights, a flash of something glinted between his index and middle fingers. 

He has a blade between his fingers, Roma realized dimly. Then, as if it was new information: Cheater.

“Ready to give up?” Dimitri bellowed. He thumped his chest. Roma could not look away from the glinting flashes of the blade. He couldn’t stop the fight now without losing face. But if he continued, all it would take was one swipe of Dimitri’s fist across Roma’s neck to kill him. 

The panic set in. Roma started to get sloppy. Dimitri kicked out and Roma took the hit. A fist flashed in his periphery, and in his haste to get away, Roma dodged too hard, overjudging his balance and stumbling. Dimitri struck again. A flash of the blade: a slit opened on Roma’s jaw.

The crowd jeered. They could sense Roma’s energy depleting. They could sense that he seemed to have given up before the fight had even finished.

Are you a Montagov, or are you a coward?

Roma tore his gaze back up, steeling his throbbing jaw. What was he fighting so damn fair for? What kind of deluded world was he living in where the White Flowers wanted someone who ruled by honor, instead of sweat and blood and violence?

Roma reached out and grabbed a fistful of Dimitri’s shoulder-length black hair. Dimitri hadn’t been expecting it. Nor had he expected Roma to slam a knee right into his nose, to take his arm and twist backward until Roma had a grip on his neck and a foot stomping down on the back of his knees. 

Dimitri fell flat to the ground of the ring. The crowd rushed for the ropes, shaking and shaking and shaking the ring. 

Roma had him now. With his hands positioned where they were, he could snap Dimitri’s neck if he wanted. He could do anything and play it off as a mere accident—a slip of the moment.

“Roma Montagov, our victor!” the woman with the chalkboard announced. 

Roma leaned down to Dimitri, close enough so Dimitri could not mishear his words over the roar of the crowd.

“Don’t you forget who I am.”

With that, he stood, wiping his forearm across his bleeding mouth roughly. He ducked under the ropes and landed solidly amid the crowd. This place was a boiling pot of volatile activity and emotions. Roma couldn’t get away fast enough.

“You,” he snapped. A man with a white handkerchief in his pocket jerked to attention. “Get someone to take the American’s corpse out of here.”

The man ran off to fulfill his task. Roma found his way back to his friends, dropping into his seat with the weight of a thousand years.

“What a hero,” Marshall crooned.

“Shut up,” Roma said. He breathed in deeply. Again. Then again. In his head he saw the American crumple to the ground. Alisa’s unmoving body. The complete lack of emotion on his father’s face.

“Are you quite all right?” Benedikt asked in concern.

“Yes, I’m fine.” Roma looked up with a glare. “Can we go back to what we were discussing before? With Alisa in the state she is in”—flashes of her face were burned into his mind, vivid and stark and already wasting away—“I need answers. If this madness sprouted from somebody’s bad intention, I must hunt them down.”

“Didn’t your father send you after the Communists?”

Roma nodded. “But it’s a dead end. We have only struck dead ends wherever we go.”

“We could plead with the Scarlet Gang for their information,” Marshall suggested. “This time with more guns—”

Benedikt pressed a hand over the Marshall’s mouth, shutting him up before he could expand further on a nonsensical plan. 

“Roma, I truly cannot fathom what else there is to do,” Benedikt admitted. “I think the meeting made it clear that the White Flowers know nothing. We are at a loss unless we wish to spread our resources thin and put an ear in every corner of Shanghai.”

“How many spies do we still have in the Scarlet Gang?” Roma asked. “Perhaps they can figure out what it is. The Scarlet Gang practically admitted to having information, but they won’t tell us—”

“I doubt asking the spies would be effective,” Benedikt interrupted. His hand was still over Marshall’s mouth. Marshall appeared to have started licking Benedikt’s palm in an effort to be released. Benedikt acted as if he hadn’t noticed. “If the Scarlet Gang really do know something, it would be discussed within the inner circle. Letting rumors slip to the regular gangsters is a surefire route toward causing panic.”

Marshall finally writhed free of Benedikt’s hand. 

“By God, you’re both dull in the head,” he said. “Who in the Scarlet Gang keeps appearing everywhere you go, who appears to also have a personal stake in finding the necessary answers?” He leveled his gaze with Roma’s. “You’ve got to ask Juliette for help.”

Suddenly, Roma held up his finger, asking Benedikt and Marshall to be patient as he thought it over.

When he finally seemed to have ruminated on it for some time, he said, “Pass me that bucket over there.”

Benedikt blinked. “What?”

“Bucket.”

Marshall stood and retrieved the bucket. As soon as he brought it under Roma’s nose, the brutal heir of the White Flowers stuck his head within it and retched as a result of all the violence at his hand.

A minute later Roma resurfaced, the contents of his stomach emptied.

“Okay,” he said bitterly. “I’ll ask Juliette alone for her help.”
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Author’s Note

Shanghai in the 1920s was a vibrant, divided place, and though much has been made up in These Violent Delights, the atmosphere is as true to history as I could possibly capture. This was a time of political turmoil and factionalism, Nationalist against Communist, and the whole city on a tight string that was only moments away from snapping. Though there was no blood feud, Shanghai really was split: among foreigners, who gained control through unfair treaty terms after China’s loss in the Opium Wars; the French had ahold of the French Concession; the British, Japanese, and Americans were in the International Settlement; and all the injustices that Juliette mentions are pulled right from the history books. Foreigners built parks and demanded the Chinese keep out. They poured funds into the city, and though China was never formally a colony, that was precisely what was going on in Shanghai: segment after segment being colonized. 

So Shanghai grew lawless in this climate, and yes—it really was ruled by gangsters! Because each foreign territory was controlled by the country in charge, there were different laws operating in different parts of Shanghai. Add in the rules of extraterritoriality for non-Chinese citizens—meaning foreign citizens could not be persecuted by Chinese law, only the law of their home territory—and it was almost impossible to govern Shanghai as one city. While the Scarlet Gang did not exist, the Scarlets are based on the very real Green Gang (青帮; Qīng Bāng), who were said to have involvement with any crime that occurred in the city. They were unofficially a governing force, and one of the major gangsters—think someone of Lord Cai’s stature—was also working as a detective in the French Concession police. The White Flowers did not exist either, but in this decade, the Russian population in Shanghai had grown large enough to constitute a huge portion of civilians. Shanghai was a free port, so those fleeing the Russian Civil War could easily enter the city, not needing visas or work permits. They were treated terribly by the Western Europeans, and worked the smaller jobs like garbagemen, or poorly paid jobs like club dancers. In my reimagining, there is a reason why the Scarlet Gang and the White Flowers are the ones on an equal playing field, grappling for what was left of the city while the foreigners ate it up in big, casual gulps. 

Suffice to say, the characters that appear in These Violent Delights are figments of my imagination. Real Nationalists and gangsters collaborated often, true, but all specific names and personalities have been made up. There was indeed a Secretary-General of the Communist Party, but Zhang Gutai was not a real person. That being said, because of later civil warfare, there are huge gaps in the records regarding who held the position of Secretary-General and other various roles, so who’s to say what really went on at this time? Even true history is not entirely sure about itself sometimes: memories are lost, evidence destroyed, logs purposely erased. 

What is certain is that there was no monster spreading a contagious throat-tearing epidemic through Shanghai. However, there was hunger and wage depreciation and terrible working conditions, and in real history that was enough to incite hundreds of strikes involving hundreds of thousands of workers in 1926 alone. If I had adhered to a true historical time line and included them all instead of just the one that unfolds at the very end of this book, there would be disruption in every chapter. In the world of These Violent Delights, it was people dropping dead because of madness that intensified the anger and incited revolt. In truth? Even without a rampaging monster, it was bad enough that the labor unions were rising up against foreigners and gangsters alike in an attempt to change the workers’ way of life. As for how it all went down from there, I’ll leave the rest for the author’s note at the back of the sequel. . . .

OPF/toc.xhtml


  These Violent Delights



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Epigraph



			Contents



			Prologue



			One



			Two



			Three



			Four



			Five



			Six



			Seven



			Eight



			Nine



			Ten



			Eleven



			Twelve



			Thirteen



			Fourteen



			Fifteen



			Sixteen



			Seventeen



			Eighteen



			Nineteen



			Twenty



			Twenty-One



			Twenty-Two



			Twenty-Three



			Twenty-Four



			Twenty-Five



			Twenty-Six



			Twenty-Seven



			Twenty-Eight



			Twenty-Nine



			Thirty



			Thirty-One



			Thirty-Two



			Thirty-Three



			Thirty-Four



			Thirty-Five



			Thirty-Six



			Thirty-Seven



			Thirty-Eight



			Epilogue



			Acknowledgments



			Author’s Note



			Endmatter page 1



			Endmatter page 2



			Endmatter page 3











  



OPF/cover.jpg
CHE R CAPAN AN INCS





OPF/twitter.gif





