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September 1931

The train corridor was quiet except for the rumbling underfoot. Dusk had already fallen, but the windows flashed every three seconds—a pulse of illumination from the lights installed along the tracks and then gone, swallowed by the speed of the train. Elsewhere, the narrow compartments were crowded with light and noise: the soft golden chandeliers and the rattling of silverware against the food trolleys, the clink of a spoon tapping against a teacup and the glowing crystal lamps.

But here in the passageway into first class, there was only the sudden whoosh of the door as Rosalind Lang pushed it open, stepping into the semi-darkness with her heels clicking.

The paintings on the walls stared as she walked by, their beady eyes aglow in the dark. Rosalind clutched the box in her arms, careful to keep her leather gloves delicate around its edges, her elbows held out to either side of her. When she came to a stop outside the third door, she knocked with her shoe, tapping delicately at its base.

A beat passed. For a moment, only the chugging of the train could be heard. Then the softest shuffling came from the other side, and the door swung back, flooding the hallway with new light.

“Good evening,” Rosalind said politely. “Is this a good time?”

Mr. Kuznetsov stared at her, his brow furrowing as he made sense of the scene before him. Rosalind had been trying to secure an audience with the Russian merchant for days. She had bunkered down in Harbin and suffered the frigid temperatures without success, then followed him to Changchun, a city farther south. There, his people had failed to respond to her requests too, and it had almost seemed like a lost cause—that she would have to go about everything the rough way—until she caught wind of his plans to travel by train with a booking in first class, where the compartment rooms were large and the ceilings were low, where hardly anyone was around and sound was muffled by the thick, thick walls.

“I will call my guard—”

“Oh, don’t be foolish.”

Rosalind entered without invitation. The private first-class rooms were wide enough that she could have easily forgotten she was aboard a train . . . if it weren’t for the quivering walls, its papered floral pattern trembling each time the tracks grew rough. She looked around a while longer, eyeing the hatch that went up to the top of the train and the window to the far side of the room, its blinds drawn to block out the rapidly moving night. To the left of the four-poster bed, there was another set of doors that either gave way to a closet or a toilet.

A firm thud summoned Rosalind’s attention back to the merchant as he closed the main compartment door. When he turned around, his eyes darted along her person and then to the box in her hands, but he was not examining her qipao, nor the red flowers clipped onto the fur throw around her shoulders. Though Mr. Kuznetsov tried to be subtle about it, he was concerned about the box in her hands and whether she had brought in a weapon.

Rosalind was already gingerly lifting the lid from the box, presenting the contents inside with a flourish.

“A gift, Mr. Kuznetsov,” she said pleasantly. “From the Scarlet Gang, who have sent me here to make your acquaintance. Might we chat?”

She pushed the box forward with a flourish. It was a small Chinese vase, blue and white porcelain lying upon a bed of red silk. Adequately expensive. Not expensive enough to verge onto the point of outrage.

Rosalind held her breath until Mr. Kuznetsov reached in and picked it up. He examined the vase by the lights dangling from the ceiling, turning its neck this way and that, admiring the characters carved along the side. After a long while, he grunted what sounded like approval, walked over to a coffee table between two large seats, and set the vase down. There were already two teacups upon the table. An ashtray lay nearby, dusted with a smattering of black.

“The Scarlet Gang,” Mr. Kuznetsov muttered beneath his breath. He folded into one of the chairs, his back stiff against the upholstery. “I have not heard that name for some time now. Please, take a seat.”

Rosalind walked to the other chair, fixing the lid back onto her box and setting the box beside the chair. When she dropped into the seat, she only perched upon its edge, casting a glance once more at the closet doors to her left. The floor jolted.

“I assume you are the same girl who has been harassing my staff.” Mr. Kuznetsov switched from Russian to English. “Janie Mead, yes?”

It had been four years, but Rosalind was still unaccustomed to her alias. Sooner or later she was going to get in trouble for that split-second delay, that blank look in her eyes before she remembered her name was supposed to be Janie Mead, that pause before she lengthened out her French accent when she was speaking English, pretending to be American-raised and one among the many new returnees in the city registered in the Kuomintang’s ranks.

“That’s correct,” Rosalind said evenly. Perhaps she should have made a joke, kicked her feet back and declared that it would be wise to remember her name. The train rumbled over a bump in the tracks and the whole room rocked, but Rosalind said nothing more. She only folded her hands over each other, crinkling the cold press of leather.

Mr. Kuznetsov frowned. The wrinkles in his forehead deepened, as did the crow’s feet marking his eyes.

“And you are here for . . . my properties?”

“Correct,” Rosalind said again. That was always the easiest way to buy time. Letting them assume what she was there for and going with it rather than spitballing some strange lie and getting caught in it too soon. “I’m sure you have heard that the Scarlets don’t deal much in land anymore since we merged with the Nationalists, but this is a special occasion. Manchuria holds vast opportunity.”

“It seems rather far from Shanghai for the Scarlets to care.” Mr. Kuznetsov leaned forward, peering into the teacups on the table. He noted that one was still half-filled, and so he brought it to his lips, clearing his throat for dryness. “And you seem a little young to be running Scarlet errands.”

Rosalind watched him drink. His throat bobbed. Open for attack. Vulnerable. But she did not reach for a weapon. She was not carrying any.

“I am nineteen,” Rosalind replied, peeling off her gloves.

“Tell the truth, Miss Mead. That’s not your real name, is it?”

Rosalind smiled, setting the gloves down on the table. He was suspicious, of course. Mr. Kuznetsov was no simple Russian mogul with business in Manchuria, but one of the last White Flowers in the country. That fact alone was enough to land on Kuomintang lists, but he was also siphoning money to Communist cells, supporting their war effort in the south. And because the Nationalists needed to snuff out the Communists, needed to break their every source of funding as smoothly as possible, Rosalind had been sent here with orders to . . . put a stop to it.

“Of course it’s not my real name,” she said lightly. “My real name is Chinese.”

“That’s not what I mean.” Mr. Kuznetsov had his hands resting at his sides now. She wondered if he would try to retrieve a concealed weapon. “I looked into you after your previous requests to meet. And you look an awful lot like Rosalind Lang.”

Rosalind did not flinch. “I shall take that as a compliment. I know you must be tuned out of Shanghai’s happenings, but Rosalind Lang has not been seen in years.”

If anyone claimed they sighted her, they were surely sighting phantoms—catching remnants of a faded dream, a memory of the vision that Shanghai used to be. Rosalind Lang: raised in Paris before returning to the city and rising in infamy among the best of the nightlife cabaret dancers. Rosalind Lang: a girl whose whereabouts were presently unknown, presumed dead.

“I did hear about that,” Mr. Kuznetsov said, leaning in to examine his teacup again. She wondered why he didn’t drink out of the second one if he was so thirsty. She wondered why there was a second cup poured to begin with.

Well, she knew.

Mr. Kuznetsov looked up suddenly. “Though”—he continued—“there were rumors from the White Flowers that Rosalind Lang disappeared because of Dimitri Voronin’s death.”

Rosalind froze. Surprise dropped a pit into her stomach, and a small whoosh of breath escaped her lungs. It was already too late to pretend like she had not been caught unaware, so she let the silence draw out, let the anger roil to life in her bones.

Smug, Mr. Kuznetsov picked up a miniature spoon and tapped it to the edge of the teacup. It sounded far too loud for the room, like a gunshot, like an explosion. Like the explosion that had rocked the city four years ago, which her own cousin Juliette had set, giving her life just to stop Dimitri’s reign of terror.

If it weren’t for Rosalind, Juliette Cai and Roma Montagov would still be alive. If it weren’t for Rosalind’s treachery against the Scarlet Gang, Dimitri never would have gained the power he did, and perhaps the White Flowers never would have fallen apart. Perhaps the Scarlet Gang wouldn’t have merged with the Kuomintang and become one with the Nationalists’ political party. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps—this was a game that haunted Rosalind late into her eternal nights, a useless exercise of cataloging everything she’d done wrong to end up where she was today.

“You would know all about the White Flowers, wouldn’t you?”

The curtain had come down. When Rosalind spoke, her real voice came out, French-accented and sharp.

Mr. Kuznetsov set his spoon down with a grimace. “The funny thing is, the surviving White Flowers also have enduring connections that feed us warnings. And I was long prepared, Miss Lang.”

The door to her left swung open. Another man emerged, dressed in a Western suit, a simple dagger in his right hand. Before Rosalind could move, he was in position behind her, a firm grip on her shoulder keeping her in the chair and the dagger positioned against her throat.

“Do you think I would travel without bodyguards?” Mr. Kuznetsov demanded. “Who sent you?”

“I told you already,” Rosalind answered. She tested whether she could crane her neck away. There was no chance. The blade was already piercing into her skin. “The Scarlet Gang.”

“The blood feud between the Scarlet Gang and the White Flowers ended, Miss Lang. Why would they be sending you?”

“To make nice. Didn’t you like my gift?”

Mr. Kuznetsov stood up. He put his hands behind his back, lips thinning in annoyance. “I will give you one last chance. Which party sent you?”

He was trying to feel out the two sides of the civil war currently moving through the country. Gauging whether he had landed on the Nationalist lists or if the Communists were betraying him.

“You’re going to kill me anyway,” Rosalind said. She felt a bead of blood trickle down her throat. It ran along her collar, then stained the fabric of her qipao. “Why should I waste time on your questions?”

“Fine.” Mr. Kuznetsov nodded to his bodyguard. There was no hesitation before he switched to Russian and said: “Kill her, then. Bystreye, pozhaluysta.”

Rosalind braced. She took a breath in, felt the blade whisper a benediction to her skin.

And the bodyguard slashed her throat.

The initial shock was always the worst—that first split second when she could hardly think through the pain. Her hands flew unbidden to her neck to clamp down on the wound. Hot, gushing red spilled through the lines of her fingers and ran down her arms, dripping onto the floor of the train compartment. When she lurched off the chair and fell to her knees, there was a moment of uncertainty, a whisper in her mind telling her that she had cheated death enough and there would be no recovery this time.

Then Rosalind bowed her head and felt the bleeding slow. She felt her skin knitting itself back together, inch by inch by inch. Mr. Kuznetsov was waiting for her to keel over and collapse, eyes staring blankly at the ceiling.

Instead, she lifted her head and moved her hands away.

Her throat had healed over, still stained with red but looking as if it had never been cut.

Mr. Kuznetsov emitted a strangled noise. His bodyguard, meanwhile, whispered something indecipherable and advanced toward her, but when Rosalind held a hand out, he complied, too stunned to do anything else.

“I suppose I’ll tell you now,” Rosalind said, slightly breathless. She wiped the blood from her chin and rose onto one foot, then the other. “Haven’t you heard of me? The Nationalists need to do a better job of their propaganda.”

Now it was dawning on the merchant. She could see it in his eyes, in that expression of disbelief to be witnessing something so unnatural before him, connecting it with the stories that had started spreading some few years ago.

“Lady Fortune,” he whispered.

“Ah.” Rosalind finally straightened upright, her lungs recovering. “That’s a misnomer. It’s just Fortune. Catch.” In a smooth motion, she retrieved one of her gloves to clasp the lip of the vase and swipe it off the table. The bodyguard caught the vase quickly when she tossed it at him, likely preparing for some attack, but the vase only landed in his palms softly, nestled like a wild animal made of porcelain.

Fortune, the rumors whispered, was the code name for a Nationalist agent. Not just any agent: an immortal assassin who could not be killed despite multiple attempts, who didn’t sleep or age, who stalked the night for her targets and appeared in the guise of a mere girl. Depending on how much flourish was added to the stories, she was specifically a menace for the surviving White Flowers, going after them with a coin in hand. If it landed on heads, they were killed immediately. If it landed on tails, they were given the chance to run, but no target had yet managed to escape her.

“Abominable creature,” Mr. Kuznetsov hissed. He lunged back to give her a wide berth between them—or at least he tried. The merchant had yet to take three steps before he crashed abruptly to the floor. His bodyguard stood stock-still in shock, freezing with his hands around the vase.

“Poison, Mr. Kuznetsov,” Rosalind explained. “That’s not such an abominable way to die, is it?”

His limbs started to twitch. His nervous system was shutting down—arms going soft, legs turning to paper. She took no pleasure in this. She did not treat it like vengeance. But she would be lying if she said she didn’t feel righteous with each hit, as if this was her way of sloughing away her sins layer by layer until she had answered entirely for her actions four years ago.

“You . . .” Mr. Kuznetsov heaved in. “You didn’t . . . touch the . . . tea. I was . . . I was watching.”

“I didn’t poison the tea, Mr. Kuznetsov,” Rosalind replied. She turned to his bodyguard. “I poisoned the vase that you touched with your bare fingers.”

The bodyguard tossed the vase away with a sudden viciousness, smashing it to pieces by the four-poster bed. It was too late; he had been holding on to it for longer than Mr. Kuznetsov. He lunged for the door, perhaps to seek aid, perhaps to wash his hands of the poison, but he, too, crumpled swiftly to the floor before he could make it out.

Rosalind watched it all with a blank stoniness. She had done this many times. The rumors were true: she did sometimes carry around a coin to give the Nationalists fuel for their propaganda. But poison was her weapon of choice, so it didn’t matter how far they ran. By the time her targets thought they were being let free, they had already been hit.

“You . . .”

Rosalind walked closer to the merchant, placing her gloves into her pocket. 

“Do me a favor,” she said dully. “Send Dimitri Voronin my regards when you see him in hell.”

Mr. Kuznetsov stopped wheezing, stopped moving. He was dead. Another assignment had been fulfilled, and the Nationalists were one step closer to losing their country to imperialists instead of Communists. Moments later, his bodyguard succumbed too, and the room fell into a hollow silence.

Rosalind pivoted for the sink by the bar, spinning the faucet as far as it would go and rinsing her hands. She splashed the water down her neck next, scrubbing with her fingers. All this blood was her own, yet disgust was bitter on her tongue when she saw the sides of the sink staining while she cleaned, as if specks of a different poison were dropping off her skin, the kind that contaminated her soul instead of her organs.

“It’s easier not to think about it,” her cousin used to say, back when Shanghai had a blood feud between two rival gangs, back when Rosalind was the right hand of the Scarlet Gang’s heir and watched Juliette kill people day after day in the name of her family. “Remember their faces. Remember the lives taken. But what’s the point in mulling on it? If it happened, it happened.”

Rosalind breathed out slowly, turning the faucet off and letting the rust-colored water swirl down the drain. Little had changed in the city’s attitude toward bloodshed since her cousin’s death. Little except swapping gangsters for politicians who pretended there would be some semblance of law and order now. An artificial exchange, nothing different at its core.

A rumble of voices echoed from the hallway outside. Rosalind stiffened, making a scan of her surroundings. While she didn’t think she could get prosecuted for the crimes committed here, she did need to make her escape before she could test out that theory. The Kuomintang had put itself in charge of the country, positioning its governance as an upholder of justice. For the sake of its image, its Nationalist members would throw her to the wolves and disown her as an agent if she were caught leaving dead bodies outside the city, even when their secret covert branch gave every instruction.

Rosalind tilted her chin up, flexing the new smooth skin at her throat while she searched the compartment ceiling. She had studied the blueprints of the train before she boarded, and when she spotted a thin, barely visible string dangling near the light fixture, she pulled a panel of the ceiling free to reveal a metal hatch leading directly to the top of the train for maintenance.

As soon as she had the hatch down, the wind rushed into the room at a roar. She gave herself a foot up using the nearby drawers, removing herself from the crime scene with nimble speed.

“Don’t slip,” she told herself, climbing through the hatch and emerging into the night, teeth chattering against the frigid temperature. “Do not slip.”

Rosalind closed the hatch. She paused for the slightest moment, gathering her bearings on top of a speeding train. For a dizzying moment, she was struck with a sense of vertigo, convinced that she would tip over and fall. Then, just as quickly, her balance adjusted, her feet planted steadily.

“A dancer, an agent,” Rosalind whispered to herself as she started to move across the train, her eyes on the end of the carriage. Her handler had drilled the mantra into her head during her earliest training days, when she had complained about being unable to move fast, unable to fight as traditional agents might—excuse after excuse for why she wasn’t good enough to learn. She used to spend every night on a brightly lit stage. The city had built her up as its dazzling star, the dancer that everyone had to see, and talk moved faster than reality ever could. It didn’t matter who Rosalind was, or that, really, she was only a child dressed up in glitter. She swindled men and beamed at them like they were the world until they passed over the tips she wanted to see, and then she switched tables before the song could even change.

“Let me slink around in the dark and poison people,” she had insisted at that first meeting with Dao Feng. They stood in the courtyard of the university where Dao Feng was working undercover, rather begrudgingly on Rosalind’s part because it was hot and the grass was itching her ankles and there was sweat gathering at her armpits. “They can’t kill me anyway. Why do I need anything else?”

In response, Dao Feng punched her in the nose.

“Jesus!” She felt the bone crunch. She felt blood rush down her face and burst in the other direction too, running hot and metallic  liquid into her throat and onto her tongue. If anyone had seen them at that moment, it would have looked a scene. Fortunately, the hour was early and the courtyard was empty—a time and place that became her designated training ground for months afterward.

“That’s why,” he answered. “How are you going to set your poison if you’re trying to heal a broken bone? This country didn’t invent wǔshù for you not to learn any. You were a dancer. Now you are an agent. Your body already knows how to turn and bend; all you need to do is give it direction and intention.”

When he threw his next punch at her face, Rosalind ducked indignantly. The broken nose had already healed with her usual rapid speed, but her ego stayed bruised. Dao Feng’s fist landed in air.

And her handler smiled. “Good. That’s more like it.”

In the present, Rosalind moved faster against the roaring wind, mumbling her mantra beneath her breath. Each step was an assurance to herself. She knew not to slip; she knew what she was doing. No one had asked her to become an assassin. No one had asked her to leave the burlesque club and stop dancing, but then she had died and woken as an abominable creature—as Mr. Kuznetsov had so kindly put it—and she needed purpose in her life, a way to upset each day and night so they did not blur together monotonously.

Or maybe she was lying to herself. Maybe she had chosen to kill because she didn’t know how else to prove her worth. More than anything in the world, Rosalind Lang wanted redemption, and if this was how she got it, then so be it.

Coughing, Rosalind waved at the smoke gathering around her. The steam engine chugged loudly, dispersing an unending stream of dust and grit. Up ahead, the tracks ran long, disappearing into the horizon farther than her eye could see.

Only then—movement in the distance interrupted the still picture.

Rosalind paused, leaning forward curiously. She wasn’t sure what she was seeing. The night itself was dark, the moon only a thin crescent hanging daintily from the clouds. But the electric lights installed alongside the tracks did their job perfectly to illuminate two figures running away from the tracks and disappearing into the tall fields.

The train was perhaps twenty, thirty seconds from approaching the tracks where the figures had been lurking. When Rosalind moved to the end of the train carriage, she tried to squint and focus her vision, certain that she had to have been mistaken.

Which was why she didn’t notice that dynamite had blown an explosion on the tracks until the sound roared through the night and the heat of the blast hit her face.
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A city reborn is a city traumatized.

It remembers its past, every second that it took to get to this point. It sees the former version of itself and knows that it has changed, its boots no longer fitting, its hats no longer comfortable. The streets trace how they used to sprawl. No matter how it is paved over and reorganized, memories and echoes do not fade away that easily.

Trauma doesn’t have to lead to destruction. Trauma can be the guiding point into something better, something stronger. Maybe a street should forget the sounds it used to make if the causes were factory cogs and devastating conditions.

But that matter is a coin toss, blowing either way. Dependent on the wind direction and how volatile the elements are feeling that year. Change is no easy thing. When a valley has run water down the same course for dynasty after dynasty, a momentary drought won’t change its route. When water returns, it will still flow along the same rivulet carved into the ground.

This new Shanghai doesn’t look that different. Still the same lights, still the same neon, still the same ships sailing into the Bund and hauling their products in, bringing people and people and more people. Put an ear to its heart, though, and you might hear the strain begin.

Put a killer on its streets, and even without really listening, the conversations start to change.

“We have been luxuriating in mess for too long. We have put up with the foreigners for too long, have let them debauch us thoroughly. We need better leadership. Maybe then the streets wouldn’t be brewing criminals.”

A heavy clunk of a beer bottle. A sneer at the lips. Two elderly civilians hover by a bar table, sharing a bowl of peanuts. They have seen so much. Witnessed centuries between them.

“I don’t want to do this again. You force me to spit at you that you are misguided and then you do not listen—”

“What is misguided? Unity? Standing together, all of Asia, mighty as a combined power against Europe?”

“There is no such thing as an Asia combined. We are different peoples. Different histories, different cultures. You are trying to believe in a mirage that Japan is feeding out.”

“What is wrong with that?”

“You don’t fight European imperialism with more imperialism!”

A table behind the bar snickers. They are overhearing the debate, but they do not nudge their nose into it. This whole city has been doing the same routine for some time now: at dinner tables among parents and children, around school desks when the teachers bring it up, even between lovers when their heads are resting breathless on their pillows, gazing at one another under the glowing moon.

The first elderly man huffs. His beer sloshes, spilling onto the sticky floor. He doesn’t like being told off. Once he latched on to the idea of incoming saviors with faces like theirs, it was too easy for him to sweep everything else under the rug. Isn’t this what they have been waiting for? Liberation from Western rule?

“You know what your problem is?” he asks his friend. “You have your eye on the small details rather than the big picture.”

“What is the big picture?” his friend returns. He cracks open a peanut. “The trouble has been with the Western foreigners for some time, but are you naive enough to think they alone carry the problem?”

“Yes—”

The first man isn’t given the opportunity to finish his answer.

“No. The problem is everywhere. The problem is any empire that thinks it can swallow others into its rule. Europe was given the playground first, and it has hogged it. With power, it could be us too. We are not exempt.”

Another harrumph. “So we should have power. Let us take power.”

It is here that the conversation finally breaks up. His friend walks away from the bar counter, too fed up to continue. The first man continues eating peanuts. The first man doesn’t notice a soulless set of eyes following his friend out into the night.

“Walk away, then,” he mutters under his breath. “It won’t stop the new order from arising.”

The door slams closed. Outside the bar, the other elderly man turns around wearily, peering to see who has followed him out, his eyes weak in the hazy dark. They stand on a smaller street, an offshoot of the central entertainment district. There is no one in their immediate vicinity. Only a tree, waving with the wind. Only the moon, hanging low in the sky, ready to duck back under the horizon again.

“Hello,” the elderly man says. “I don’t suppose you have a cigarette?”

He doesn’t think to flinch when his companion reaches into their jacket pocket.

He is too late when it is a syringe that comes out instead.
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Morning came with a cold chill, crusting small crystals of ice at the base of Rosalind’s bedroom window. Just as she’d decided that she had finished zoning out for the night and was set to “wake up,” she heard a noise on the street outside and pressed her face close to the windowpane to look.

Orion waved from the pavement below. So he had returned after all. A shame that he hadn’t wandered into a particularly thorny bush sometime during the night and gotten stuck permanently.

With an annoyed sound, Rosalind lifted her window, misting the glass with her breath. The clock turned to six in the morning, the first rumbles of activity starting on the streets outside.

“Hello,” Orion bellowed up. He shoved his hands into his pockets, grinning widely at her. “Ready to go?”

Rosalind frowned, then slammed the window back down. Twenty minutes later, she was walking outside with a small bag slung over her shoulder, flipping open a handheld mirror to make sure her nose was powdered evenly. For the sake of appearances, she squinted into the mirror as she approached Orion, pretending to check on her alertness. It was an early hour, so it only seemed natural, except Rosalind did not sleep, which also meant she never exhibited signs of fatigue, much unlike Orion with his slouched shoulders and loose tie.

“Long night?” Rosalind asked, putting her handheld mirror away. She didn’t pause long. They examined each other for only a beat before Rosalind turned on her heel and started to walk, feeling the wind curl around the nape of her neck.

“Something like that,” Orion replied. His hands were still buried deep in his pockets. A lock of hair had come loose from his combing, swinging in front of his eyes carelessly.

Rosalind held back an irritated huff, turning the corner onto a main road. The shops here were just starting to open their doors and push out their food carts, so she made a fast pivot for one of the jiānbǐng stalls. However brief, she figured it would be a reprieve from Orion’s looming.

Except he followed right on her heels, hovering by her elbow. When Rosalind took her order, his arm snaked over her shoulder and dropped a handful of coins into the vendor’s palm before she could even reach for her bag.

“I can pay for myself,” Rosalind said sternly.

“My money is your money,” Orion replied. He waved for the vendor to take the coins quickly, then steered Rosalind away, two hands braced on either side of her arms. “You won’t make us have a lover’s spat in public, will you?”

Rosalind’s own hand twitched at her side. There were five castor bean seeds sewn into the skirt of her qipao. There was poison in the lining of almost every article of clothing she owned, given that one never knew when they might need it in an emergency. Crush up castor bean seeds and spill the powder over anything to be ingested, and internal bleeding would start in a victim before long. Quick, easy, and untraceable.

The Nationalists might protest if she did that to her mission partner, though.

Rosalind shook him off with a grumble, then stopped and put her wrapped food into her bag for later. “We wouldn’t need to have a lover’s spat if you would just behave.”

“Behave?” Orion widened his eyes, feigning innocence. His collar was still askew, and . . . wait a moment, was that lipstick smeared on his neck? “I am always well behaved.”

“For the love of God,” Rosalind muttered, seizing him by the shoulder. While her bag was still open, she retrieved a tissue and, before Orion could protest, scrubbed at his neck, paying no heed to keeping her touch gentle. Orion winced, but then Rosalind’s glance flickered up, and whatever Orion saw in her expression shut him up from speaking further.

If Rosalind was visualizing the neighborhood layout correctly, the newspaper agency was just around the next corner. The moment they walked in, the show would start. Surrounded by imperialists and hanjian, by men who believed in occupation and all the subordinates below them who wanted this country conquered until its individuality was dust.

“I need you to remember”—Rosalind gritted her teeth, making one last brutal wipe to get the print of red out—“we share a code name now. I don’t care who you were before. So long as we are High Tide together, if one of us gets caught, we both go down.”

If they were found out, they wouldn’t be given the chance to explain themselves. Their enemies would shoot first, then hide the bodies, and no one would be the wiser that two operatives were sinking to the bottom of the Huangpu River.

Orion tilted his head, assuming an air of curiosity. “Do you question my capabilities?”

“I think that we haven’t even started our jobs, and you were about to walk into work on our first day looking like you’re cheating on me.”

Orion’s hand snapped up. When his fingers closed around her wrist, they were ice cold.

“As you phrased it last night—” Orion’s tone was light, a smile at his lips. On a brief glance, it would have been impossible to see the flicker in his brown eyes, a split-second warning, there and gone in the time it took him to blink his dark lashes.

But Rosalind saw it.

“—I am an operative too. I have switched from cover to cover even while under my real name. I don’t know what jobs they had you doing, Janie Mead, but I was rather good at mine.”

He released her wrist. Janie Mead. Though he hadn’t intended it, the use of that name reminded her how much she was hiding in that moment: a cover within a cover. She couldn’t slip up while they were on this mission; she couldn’t slip up in the comfort of her own home, either, with her operation partner now living there.

“If you are so good,” Rosalind said, balling up the tissue in her fist, “then prove it.”

“And if you want our operation to succeed,” Orion returned brightly, “stop throttling me with your eyes. It’s not becoming. At least not in public.” He winked, then marched forward, swerving around the corner and disappearing from sight. Rosalind’s mouth opened and closed. She was flabbergasted. Absolutely flabbergasted. Where did the Nationalists find someone like this?

“Hong Liwen,” Rosalind demanded, recovering from her astonishment and surging forward. “You get back here.”

Rosalind turned the corner, marching to fall back in step with Orion. He only gave her a sidelong smile like he was waiting for her to catch up.

“Perhaps you should switch to using Mu Liwen now,” he said. “Make a habit of it early.”

The covert branch had supplied him with that alias, taking inspiration from Janie Mead to make him an American-educated returnee. Rosalind, too, could come up with a new name if she liked, but there was no need. There was a reason why the Kuomintang hadn’t bothered. They had most definitely filed Orion’s application with Seagreen, then tossed the wife in as a bonus for the second opening when Seagreen liked the sound of Orion’s fabricated background. In the office she would only be Mrs. Mu—the Mu tàitài to his Mu xiānshēng when they were addressed together. She was already Rosalind Lang pretending to be Janie Mead. She didn’t need to add another layer onto it.

The office compound came into view. Though she and Orion stood some distance down the road, they had already been spotted. A man was waving vigorously, lifting his hat before signaling that he was going to step out from the security booth and fetch someone. The main building was situated at the end of a short driveway. An iron railing with an intricate gate enclosed the compound, and the booth inside controlled the gate’s opening and closing, surveilling who came in and out. Try as they might to insist this was a regular workplace, it was guarded like a true imperial hub.

“We can finish this conversation later,” Rosalind decided.

“Don’t be difficult, darling. You’re a spy. Adapt. Improvise.” Orion walked off. His stroll was relaxed, and he waved eagerly when another figure appeared by the gate to greet them.

Rosalind was going to poison him in his sleep. If she didn’t actually throttle him first.

She hurried after him, fuming.

 

The secretary’s name was Zheng Haidi, and she seemed to know the building about as well as Orion and Rosalind did: not very well at all.

“It is through here, I’m sure,” she said, opening the third door in a span of five minutes. They had taken two wrong turns to get to the production department, where Orion would be an interpreter assistant and Rosalind would be a department reception assistant, both ultimately reporting to the same higher-up, Ambassador Futoshi Deoka.

“Are you new?” Orion asked. He grimaced, narrowly avoiding two people bustling down the hallway with piles of paper in their arms. Rosalind sidestepped much more smoothly, clearing her throat to prompt Orion to keep moving.

“Yes. I was brought in personally by Ambassador Deoka,” Haidi replied airily. She was young, certainly younger than both Orion and Rosalind.

Orion cast a look back, trying to gauge Rosalind’s judgment. Rosalind merely kept her expression blank. As soon as Haidi stopped and faced them, however, Rosalind wiped on a small smile, glancing around at the occupied desks.

“You will be here,” Haidi said, touching Rosalind’s elbow and gesturing to a smaller desk next to the department’s reception. Each department they had entered and exited had been organized the same, whether it was production, printing, or writing. One large desk by the doors to deal with visitors into the department, a grouping of cubicles in the center for employees, and then offshoot doors stemming along the hallways where the higher-ups had their own privacy. There were other doors too, of course—storage units and boiler rooms and floors snaked with electrical wires that Haidi would peer her head into as if she couldn’t remember which doors were dead ends and which led into the hallways that ventured deeper into the office building.

There was already someone else sitting at the larger reception desk. He looked young too, feet propped up and a book in his hands. All of his papers were shoved onto Rosalind’s smaller desk. She hoped she wasn’t the one dealing with those piles. This wasn’t even supposed to be a real job.

“That’s Jiemin. You’ll be reporting to him if Ambassador Deoka is not around.”

Rosalind nodded. Perhaps she should have tried harder to seem more amiable, but it wasn’t her bright smile that would get answers here; it was her snooping and eavesdropping.

“Jiemin . . . ?” she asked, trailing off.

Haidi shrugged. “Just Jiemin. He has never given me a surname.” She indicated farther down the department, eyes on Orion next. “I can show you to your desk over there.”

“Wonderful.” Before Rosalind could react, Orion leaned over to kiss her temple. Her flinch was immediate, though she needn’t have worried because his lips never actually touched her, stopping a hairsbreadth away from skin before pulling away.

“I will see you later,” Rosalind said nicely, grasping for a fast recovery.

Haidi and Orion walked off. It was only after she was left hovering at the reception desk that Jiemin looked up, switching which ankle was crossed over the other. He had a necklace dangling out of his shirt collar: a silver cross. Very unusual—at least among the Chinese in this city.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hello,” Rosalind greeted back. “I am here to make your job easier.”

“Is that so?” Jiemin asked. He flipped a page in his book. “What can you do? They didn’t tell me we were getting someone new in reception.”

Rosalind shrugged. “I applied with my husband,” she said. Better to stick as closely to the cover as possible than invent her own talents. “To tell the truth, I would prefer being a housewife.”

Now Jiemin looked up, crooking a dark eyebrow. He had a dusting of powder along his cheek, which Rosalind was sure she wasn’t imagining. She had grown familiar with every cosmetic under the sun while she danced at the Scarlet burlesque club. If given a line of glitters, she could certainly pick out which one Jiemin had used and failed to completely remove last night.

“How very módēng nülang of you.” His sarcasm was biting. Módēng nülang—the modern girl, a way of life that the papers and magazines insisted was taking Shanghai by storm. Permed hair and high heels, always hanging around Western-style cinemas, dance halls, and coffee shops. A dangerous femme fatale, cavorting freely and flitting around without a care in the world.

To an extent, Rosalind supposed she used to be one. But she was tired of being blithe and dangerous. It did nothing except box her in on what she could or could not want. Even the most modern girls held desires close to their heart that they cared deeply about.

“For you, Jiemin.”

Rosalind almost jumped, taken aback by the thud of a box dumped onto the smaller desk. The man who had been carrying the box paused, giving her a once-over. His hair was slicked back with gel, his Western suit ironed at every surface. He seemed to want to say something, but when Rosalind only stared, he decided against it and walked away, returning to his desk across the department floor.

“Good choice,” Jiemin said, eyes following the man. “If you let Zilin start talking, he’ll never shut up about why we should welcome our Japanese overlords.”

Rosalind stiffened. Was this a test?

“Shouldn’t we?” she asked.

Jiemin’s gaze swiveled to her lazily. “Are you hanjian?”

“Are you?” Rosalind replied, her tone more confused than accusatory.

At once the two of them looked around, as if realizing how foolish it was to be discussing whether they were national traitors in an office headed by a Japanese imperial effort. Jiemin sat back, turning another page in his book.

“I work for myself. We all need to get rice into our mouths somehow.”

Jiemin was trying to feel out her allegiances. It had been no less than twenty seconds since he’d met her, and he was already speaking in code.

Rosalind wound around the smaller desk and sat in her chair primly.

“What a melancholy existence,” she remarked, reaching for a stack of files before her. She started to sift through the various items: translations in progress, design instructions, type print stencils . . .

“Something would be incredibly wrong if we were happy working here.” Jiemin put his book down and tipped backward in his chair, lolling his head to the side. “I crave melancholy in the workplace just as a Siberian weasel craves eggs.” He switched to English. “More, I prithee, more.”

Heaven knew what sort of people landed on Siberian weasels when they were searching for metaphors to make. Or what sort of tutors in the city today were teaching English phrases from the sixteenth century. Prithee?

“Okay.” Rosalind widened her eyes to herself, then reached for the next file.

“When you are done with those”—Jiemin leaned over and pointed at one of the nearest cubicles, speaking in Shanghainese again—“Liza is our point of contact for distributing the files into other departments. Liza! Come meet the new girl.”

Liza popped her head up from her work, a curtain of blond curls swishing over her shoulder. She was Russian, Rosalind guessed. Perhaps newly out of school—

Rosalind froze. “Oh God.” The quiet exclamation had slipped out of its own accord, surprise rocketing down her spine so fast that she had lost control of her tongue.

The blond girl was her age now, but she had not been the last time Rosalind had seen her. Though she was taller, her cheeks wider, her brow matured, there was no doubt who Rosalind was looking upon.

Alisa Montagova, the last of the White Flowers.

And from what Rosalind had heard from Celia—Alisa Montagova, a Communist spy.
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“A pleasure to meet you.”

Alisa Montagova extended her hand. There was an easy smile on her face, nothing in her gaze that gave away any sense of familiarity when she met Rosalind’s eyes.

“Likewise,” Rosalind replied. Though she was shocked beyond belief, she managed to keep her tone level. Alisa Montagova had been a child at the time of the revolution and while the blood feud was at its height. There was no reason to eliminate her in the same way that Rosalind had been hunting White Flower merchants across the country. She could play this nicely—she was capable of that.

Her grip was delicate and relaxed when their palms met to shake.

“I don’t think I caught your name,” Alisa said.

Rosalind withdrew her hand. Now there was a hint of something in the curl of Alisa’s mouth.

“Ye Zhuli,” Rosalind answered. The name was invented on the spot, nothing more than a rearranging of someone else’s—someone whom Alisa would recognize. Though Rosalind had intended only to be Mrs. Mu and leave it at that, she had to test if Alisa knew—

“Lovely. I’m Yelizaveta Romanovna Ivanova.”

Alisa let the name ring. No one else in the room was paying attention. Jiemin had turned back to his book. Somewhere down the department, Haidi was explaining to Orion how to work the machine that communicated with other parts of the office building. But Rosalind heard the rush of blood in her ears, felt her heart skip a beat. Even as she kept her face entirely neutral, her mind was a roar of sound.

Romanovna. Alisa Montagova had taken her dead brother’s name as her cover’s patronymic.

“But you may call me Liza,” she went on. “I know it must be easier.”

Rosalind picked up a file at random. “Liza, that is so very kind of you.” She skirted around the side of the table, then took Alisa’s elbow before the girl could protest. Rosalind’s heels were high, buckled over her ankle with a thick strap, and even so, Alisa was almost at her nose. “Come with me for a moment, would you? I would like to clarify this list with you.”

Jiemin lifted his head. “You can do that with me—”

“Nonsense. Miss Liza will help me out,” Rosalind interrupted. “Quickly now . . .” She pushed Alisa out into the hallway, striding three steps past the department door to leave Jiemin’s earshot. There was no hesitation before she was demanding “What are you doing here?”

There passed a moment of Alisa feigning confusion. Merely a moment, while the office sounded like static noise and a door slammed on the uppermost floor right above them.

Then: “Miss Lang, you haven’t aged a day.”

Rosalind scoffed. “Don’t start the act. I know Celia’s your superior.”

“You really should keep your voice down,” Alisa said, sniffing. “If you expose me, you expose yourself.”

“Expose you—” Irritation swept along her skin, prickling her neck and her arms where the delicate hemming of her qipao touched her. Rosalind switched from Chinese to Russian, paying no mind to her words as soon as she was confident few eavesdroppers would understand her. “Why are you installed here? I cannot imagine your employers care much about stopping a terror plot when it would do nothing to rally the common folk.”

Alisa blinked slowly. It was then that Rosalind realized her mistake: Alisa had to have been planted here, yes, but who was to say it was for the same mission as her? Communist agents didn’t receive assignments in Shanghai the same way Nationalist agents did. The Communists’ first priority was hiding; their second priority was siphoning information. Keeping their eyes and ears shrouded safely was always going to be more important than savior acts that an ousted party could not afford to perform.

“Terror plot?” Alisa echoed. “I didn’t know—” She cut herself off midsentence, smoothing down the little notch of confusion in her brow. Rosalind frowned, ready to urge Alisa to continue, before she felt a hand at the small of her back and realized why Alisa had shut up.

“Darling”—the sudden English was a jolt to Rosalind’s ear—“your Russian is so much better than I remember.”

There was a keenness in his remark. An unspoken accusation. Why did American-educated Janie Mead know how to speak Russian?

Rosalind turned to Orion, closing her hand around his wrist and maneuvering his touch off her.

“You always underestimate me,” she said with a simper. “Don’t you have a desk to set up?”

Orion’s other hand came up to meet hers. Here were the two of them: looking like the picture of mutual adoration, unable to resist clutching on at every second for some contact. In reality, Rosalind knew her nails were going to leave marks on his skin after she let go.

“I did,” Orion replied, making no indication that he felt the sting at his wrists. “Only I was summoned to the lobby. Apparently, I have a visitor.”

Rosalind’s lips turned down. “A visitor?” she repeated. “I didn’t hear that you were to have a visitor—”

“Liwen!”

A clatter of heels echoed up the stairwell. A girl dressed to the nines hurried into the hallway, her skirts swishing at her ankles and a fur throw over her shoulders. She carried a basket in one hand and a purse in the other, though the purse was so small that one had to wonder what could possibly fit inside it. Haidi bustled out from the department doors almost immediately, looking concerned, but Orion rolled his eyes, striding forward to meet the girl.

“I guess I don’t have to go downstairs anymore.”

Haidi cleared her throat. “We don’t allow visitors into any of the departments.”

Casually, Orion waved her off. “This is just my sister. She’ll be on her way shortly. Right, Feiyi?”

His sister nodded eagerly. Then, to Rosalind’s surprise, she surged forward and shoved the basket toward Rosalind.

“For you,” she said in English, her accent as British as Orion’s. “I saw this gift set and just had to bring it for your first day. I know newly married couples must be too busy to cook.”

With this, she turned to wink at Orion, but Rosalind could only stand there in bewilderment. Haidi clicked her fingers at Alisa and summoned her back into the department to tend to some typesetter error. Orion, meanwhile, was chiding his sister for barging in and making a scene. While the siblings argued back and forth, Rosalind’s eye caught on something buried in the basket between the plastic-wrapped meat floss and jars of chili oil. Carefully, she reached in and nudged the white card open.

 

Hello! I’m Phoebe! So nice to meet you! Anyway, here’s a note:

 

Glued below it, on one thin strip of paper that looked ripped from a ledger, was a line in Chinese instead of English:

 

Come see me during your lunch break. Usual place.

 

Dao Feng’s handwriting. Rosalind’s head jerked up. Once she started looking for it, Orion had a stark resemblance to his alleged sister—the same pert button nose, the same cupid’s bow mouth—so it seemed unlikely that part was a lie. Who was she, then? Another agent? A mere messenger?

“Who did you swindle to drive you here? Ah Dou?”

His sister—Phoebe—brushed a bit of dust off her skirts. “You think I need to swindle? I called Silas.”

“Oh, Silas.”

“What was that tone?”

“Tone?” Orion looked to Rosalind, dragging her into the conversation. “Darling, did I have a tone?”

“I did hear a bit of a tone,” Rosalind replied.

Orion put his hand to his heart, looking crushed. Phoebe snickered under her breath.

“It’s fine. Steal Silas from me.” With a glance over his shoulder to find the hallway now emptied save for the three of them, Orion gestured for the basket. Rosalind walked nearer and gave it to him wordlessly, letting him see the message. Even while his eyes scanned the paper, he continued without pause: “I have Janie anyway. She’s prettier than everyone combined.”

“Who’s stealing Silas from you? You’re the notorious boyfriend-stealer, not me.”

Orion stilled, his gaze flitting up quickly, observing Rosalind’s reaction. Was he waiting for horror? She wasn’t sure whether Phoebe was speaking in jest or not, but regardless, Rosalind’s expression remained level, merely quirking a curious brow. Orion Hong was an absolute nuisance, but on this he wasn’t getting any judgment from her.

Orion’s lip twitched, suddenly humored as if she had passed some sort of test. The test of bigotry, she supposed, which was a low bar for good company.

“When are you going to let that go?” Orion said to Phoebe, digging into the basket. “I didn’t steal Henrie. I was testing his commitment to you, and he failed with shocking ease.”

“Who asked you to test him?”

“Who asked you to retaliate afterward by stealing my girlfriend?”

“Oh, so when I wanted Zhenni, she was your girlfriend, but when I wasn’t a threat, she was just some girl I know—”

Rosalind cleared her throat, cutting Phoebe off. When the two siblings jerked their attention to her, she mouthed, Footsteps coming.

Sure enough, seconds later Haidi appeared at the department doors, peering into the hallway to see that their little gathering was still present. She propped her hands on her hips.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Haidi prompted, gesturing toward the stairwell.

Phoebe mocked a curtsy. “Happy housewarming. Goodbye, dear brother and sister-in-law.” She turned and pranced off, the ringlets of her hair bobbing up and down. There was something about the girl’s easy manner that raised a seed of suspicion in Rosalind. She couldn’t put her finger on what exactly she ought to be concerned about, but Rosalind had often employed the same tactic. No one expected a pretty face to have real thoughts.

Orion offered his arm to Rosalind, prompting their return to the department. As soon as Haidi looked away, he leaned in to speak.

“Before you ask, yes, she’s my real sister.”

“I can see that with my eyes,” Rosalind replied, pretending as though the question had never occurred to her. “Is she a Kuomintang agent too?”

Just short of the department doors, Orion came to a sudden halt. When Rosalind shot him a strange look, asking why he had stopped, he only gave her the basket back, fussing with the crepe paper at the edges to make sure it looked nice. The white square of Dao Feng’s note flashed briefly in his hand, and then it was gone, hidden somewhere inside his sleeve before anyone else could see it.

“No,” he answered, continuing with their conversation nonchalantly when he finished fixing the basket. “But Silas, the rascal that drove her here? He’s also covert branch—our auxiliary arm, in fact. He’s been assigned part-time at a police station so we can track the chemical killing numbers coming in.”

Rosalind suppressed her instinct to pull a face, knowing that they were within view of the department cubicles. Why did Orion know more details about their auxiliary support? What had she not been told?

“I suspect Dao Feng will be briefing you further on the matter,” Orion continued.

“I’m sure,” Rosalind said unconvincingly. Though she hadn’t shown disgruntlement in her visible expression, her fingers had tightened on the basket handle. “What’s this Silas’s Chinese name?”

There was a moment before Orion answered. Likely mulling over how much access a different name gave her and what information would come alongside it. They had been hovering by the doors for quite some time now, but for as long as Haidi was distracted by the water dispensers across the





































































































 

author’s note

 

The difficulties of telling a story rooted in history is that the author always has the power of hindsight, but the characters might not have the full picture for years or decades to come. Where does the line get drawn between omitting information for accuracy and providing information for the modern-day reader? How much can we hand-wave for the sake of telling a story?

The opening scene to Foul Lady Fortune is known to the history textbooks as the Mukden Incident. On September 18, 1931, a small explosion was set off on the Japanese-controlled South Manchurian Railway. However, the damage was so weak that a train passed over the site shortly afterward and arrived in Shenyang—or Mukden—about ten minutes later without trouble. Still, the explosion had served its purpose. The Nationalists had been moving through China in a unification campaign (Our Violent Ends depicted their success overtaking Shanghai in 1927); the Japanese were threatened that they would lose Manchuria if the Chinese Nationalists took the land, especially when Manchuria was crucial for defending Japanese colonization over Korea. In their bid to maintain the area, officers of the Japanese army set up the explosion as a false Chinese attack. The next day, Japanese troops attacked the Chinese garrison at Beidaying under the guise of retaliation and successfully occupied Shenyang. In the next few months, they would use this movement to occupy all major cities in China’s northeast.

The League of Nations would issue their Lytton Report in October 1932 to declare Japan as the aggressor who had wrongfully invaded Manchuria. By the time that stance was taken on the international stage, Japan had already secured control. Mutterings within China about the incident being a set-up wouldn’t be confirmed until much later, when investigators determined Japanese army officers set the explosion without authorization from their government. In chapter six of Foul Lady Fortune, Rosalind guesses that the Chinese weren’t responsible based on her own observations, which was my decision to give the reader historical information before the characters could be realistically certain. In every book I write, the most important thing I want a reader to know is that history is not a set of facts and dates, but a narrative that gets drawn up in between. Along the same vein, my historical-based fiction isn’t supposed to be a complete rendering of the time or a direct portrayal of everything that was going on—because that wouldn’t be possible and isn’t what I’m intending to do in a novel. Extensive research is important to me when ensuring my story is accurate to the atmosphere and climate of 1930s Shanghai, but ultimately, the historical events of Foul Lady Fortune are used to examine imperialism, nationalism, and cultural generational trauma that has lasted to this day, not to provide an overall textbook account of the era. As with my previous duology, I highly recommend nonfiction resources as the next stop if you’re interested in the events that take place in this book.

Shanghai in the 1930s was not only a tense time of looming Japanese invasion, but also a time of domestic civil war that would carry on into the next decade. There were real spies on each side, with the fictional covert branch in this book loosely based on the secret Special Affairs Department within the Juntong (军统), which was the Kuomintang’s earliest intelligence bureau formed around 1932. Of course, all operations, assassinations, and events are a figment of my imagination, as is the existence of a superhuman chemical concoction being fought over by every faction. However, even when inserting speculative elements into historical settings, my intentions are always to press deep into the tensions and nuances that did indeed exist. 

Peach Lily Palace was based on the real Peach Blossom Palace (桃花宫) which was built on Thibet Road in 1928, allegedly the newest and most glamorous Chinese dance hall among the numerous in operation, modeled off Western-style cabarets for Shanghai’s intellectual and artistic circles. Most street names mentioned were real places, as were the major department stores Wing On and Sincere. Seagreen Press was a fictional invention of mine, but newspapers were hugely important during this era for propaganda—both Chinese and foreign—within the city, and for taking news overseas to the Western public, which I wanted to pay homage to in a time where the movement of political news was critical.

Until the sequel to Foul Lady Fortune arrives, I’ll use this moment to recommend some literature that was actually written in 1930s Shanghai for anyone particularly intrigued by the vibes. The stories of Mu Shiying (穆時英) are some of my favorites, including “The Man Who Was Treated as a Plaything,” “Shanghai Fox-trot,” and “Craven A.” And, yes, Orion’s and Rosalind’s aliases at Seagreen were based on his surname. I’m sneaky that way.
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