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January 1932

Ice had frosted over Rosalind Lang’s bedroom window, drawing a bizarre shape that resembled a broken heart—the anatomical kind, with half-severed arteries stretching into the corners. Its edges were starting to melt, though, thawing under the first sunny day they’d had in a while and dripping rivulets of condensation down the glass.

Rosalind was watching the street below. She didn’t know how they expected her to leave without causing a fiasco. The media had been relentless for weeks, with different outlets flocking outside her apartment building, hoping to be the first to snap a recent picture of Lady Fortune. Ever since she was discharged from the hospital and told to rest up, she hadn’t left her apartment once, relying on her landlady Lao Lao to do the shopping and bring news from the outside. She hadn’t needed the rest. As soon as they took the bullets out, her body had healed at supernatural speed, returning her to normal function. If it were up to her, she wouldn’t be sitting idle, but her superiors had given her a very stern warning about needing to lie low. Today she had been summoned in at last for a meeting to discuss their next steps. The papers had splashed her entire identity in the headlines: Lang Shalin, former Scarlet showgirl turned Nationalist assassin—not dead as the city had been left to believe but wreaking chaos and killing merchants up and down the country’s coast for four years.

With Fortune’s real face in the open, she could hardly continue her missions as per usual. She had been pacing her bedroom relentlessly these few weeks, drawing up plans and then tossing them out, knowing she would be barred from acting upon them. She had already made the mistake of telling Jiemin that Alisa held Lady Hong’s last vial, a show of good faith while she begged for them to go after Orion, and yet that had achieved nothing except sending the Nationalists on the chase after Alisa. She wasn’t going to relinquish the remaining card up her sleeve.

 

I can help you get him back.

Find me in Zhouzhuang.

—JM.

 

The note sat crinkled on her desk now. Its words were hardly legible after all her folding and unfolding, but it didn’t matter. She had long memorized those three lines; night after night, when she stared at the walls blankly in her version of rest, the note would flash in her mind on every blink. Without even sleep for an escape, there was nothing for Rosalind Lang to do within these four walls but think and think and think.

How was she supposed to get to Zhouzhuang without directly going against the Nationalists? As frustrated as she was, they were still her employers, and she couldn’t break away so rashly. Besides, what if it was a trap? What if she fled to the countryside only to find nothing but a dead end? She didn’t even know what JM was supposed to mean. She didn’t know anyone with those initials. A nurse at the hospital had inscribed this note after taking the message on the telephone. Anyone could have made the call. News had already broken about her identity by then. All someone needed to do was locate which hospital was plucking bullets out of Fortune and ask for the message to be passed along. Hell—maybe it was only a reporter who wanted to meet for the exclusive scoop.

Still . . . this was better than nothing. The Nationalists had made it clear that they had given up on Orion Hong. He is a liability. There is nothing we can do except try to eliminate him.

“He is one of your best agents,” Rosalind had yelled at Jiemin’s retreating back when he’d come with instructions to stay put. “How can you tell me there is absolutely nothing to be done?”

He had paused at the doorway. Shaken his head sadly.

“Even if—somehow—we physically remove him from his mother’s side, his mind has been altered to follow her every instruction. And if his mind is always going to be under her influence, we cannot trust him on our side ever again. Think of Hong Liwen as having perished in combat. It’ll be easier.”

A traitorous part of her wished Dao Feng were still here. He wouldn’t have told her to stay put. He would have made a plan to rescue Orion. Except her handler had switched sides—or rather, her handler had been on the opposite side all along. The question of whether Dao Feng had truly cared for her or Orion as his disciples was up for perpetual debate.

“Damn you,” Rosalind muttered under her breath. She wasn’t sure who she was talking to. Dao Feng, maybe. Or the world at large for setting her in this role.

On the street below, a car started to pull up alongside the reporters, stirring interest in the crowd. A girl tumbled out from the passenger seat in a flurry of pink tulle, coming into the building with her key and slamming the door closed before any of the reporters could follow suit. Seconds later there was the sound of heels clacking up the exterior stairs, then the apartment door opening too.

“Sǎozi, you better be dressed already.”

Rosalind was not dressed. “You don’t have to keep calling me that. I give you full permission to defy cultural terms of respectful fake kinship and use my name.”

Phoebe Hong appeared at the bedroom doorway. She propped her hands on her hips. In stark contrast to Rosalind’s lack of preparedness, Phoebe wore a rose-colored dress with a series of complex ribbons down the front, a blot of color suddenly bursting onto a monochromatic scene. She took in the sight before her—Rosalind perched at the edge of her messy desk, her hair spilling down her back and her legs bare—and strode forward immediately.

“Is that my brother’s shirt?” Phoebe demanded.

“Maybe,” Rosalind replied defensively. The smooth white fabric draped down to her thighs, and she tugged at it, though she doubted Phoebe cared whether she was adhering to modesty. “You’re incredibly early. I thought Silas said he was coming at three.”

Phoebe went to the dresser and pulled out a qipao. When she tossed it at her, Rosalind barely had a second to catch the bundle of silk before Phoebe was also throwing a necklace, putting together a complete outfit in the most disorderly way.

“You can’t be lying around wearing my brother’s clothes on today of all days. Go change.”

“I was going to get ready,” Rosalind insisted. She shook the qipao out. Though she stood, Rosalind couldn’t help glancing at her desk again, at the note sitting beside her stack of  books. The shirt was warm on her shoulders. It felt safe in a way that her own clothes didn’t, as if Orion were still around, making a racket through the apartment.

She missed him. Terribly. She had thought him a complete menace while he was here, complained to his face that he was a terror in her space, and he had only ever grinned in return, making an effort to bring her food or smooth her hair down when she was busy writing something.

Now he was gone, and Rosalind felt utterly off-kilter. As false as their marriage had been, Orion Hong had molded himself onto her like an extra attachment of the flesh. Being cut away wasn’t something she would eventually get used to: it was an invisible wound that refused to close like her bodily ones did, and the damage had been carved into the deepest part of her heart. If she pulled her ribs open to look at the organ, she could point to its exact site . . . at last, an injury that wasn’t healing over at rapid speed. If she didn’t get him back, eventually she would bleed out entirely.

Rosalind tore her eyes away from the desk. A terrible sting was pricking behind them, and the last thing she needed was to start crying.

“Go change,” Phoebe prompted again, gentler this time. “If we’re going to get him back, you need to receive the task.”

“Yes,” Rosalind agreed absently. “I must receive the task.”

The problem was, weeks had gone by and the Nationalists hadn’t changed their tune about Orion. For all she knew, this meeting would move her onto a completely different mission—tell her that Jiemin was going to be her permanent handler and then assign her some silly task chasing after an unruly politician—and what then? Did Rosalind have to leave? Give up bettering this city and follow a wild lead into the countryside?

She would. That was the most alarming part. For so long she had only wanted to keep fixing Shanghai, but the focus she once possessed was wavering, loosening its hold and allowing her to crane away. She wanted to love more than her city; she wanted the love that had been wholly hers for that gasp of a moment. Given the choice between the two, she had her suspicions about which one she would run toward.

Except the thought terrified her. And so she had been playing nice these past few weeks, sitting tight instead of outright rebelling. Her employers had a chance to get it right. Let them act agreeably, and maybe Rosalind wouldn’t have to go off on her own. It wasn’t as if she had done a very good job of that in the past. Her track record was abysmal, in fact.

A loud honk blared suddenly outside the window: Silas Wu, getting impatient in the driver’s seat.

Phoebe gave her a prompting look.

“Five minutes,” Rosalind promised, hurrying into the washroom.

She changed fast. Too much time had passed since she’d last worn her hair up, and she almost dropped her pin when she stuck the metal into a small plait, pinning the tail end behind her ear. Phoebe was waiting at the front door when Rosalind emerged. She beamed happily, offering a quick clap of approval.

“I should warn you,” Phoebe said while Rosalind locked up. “There’s been a new article.”

“Another one?” Rosalind swore under her breath, putting her key away. “How much more can they dig up? I have been in this world for only twenty-four years.”

And she had been aging properly for only nineteen of them before disappearing off the grid to live as some shadowy myth. Up until two months ago, people hadn’t known whether Fortune was a real person or merely something that the Nationalists had made up to scare their enemies.

“You got on some restaurant owner’s bad side in 1926. He had a whole spiel of slander prepared about you and your lack of respect for chairs. Apparently you threw one and broke it.”

Rosalind winced. “That was actually my cousin’s doing.”

“He also said you called his hat ugly.”

“Fair. That was me.”

The only reason this media storm had blown so large was because Rosalind Lang hadn’t been some nobody before: Fortune’s identity leaking wasn’t just the shock of an ordinary girl with unspeakable science running in her veins. When the Scarlet Gang was still around, any gossip column that wanted to slam her cousin Juliette Cai usually dragged Rosalind in too. The city already knew her. They had constructed an existing image of Lang Shalin, a child of Shanghai’s gangster elite who fell away when the rest of their system did. For her to arise again as this politician’s assassin was absurd, something that felt like lumping clay into a skin of flour and calling it a dumpling.

“Either way,” Phoebe said. They paused in front of the building door. Rosalind could hear the rumble of chatter, the reporters murmuring with one another in speculation over when she was going to emerge. “They’re hungry for new material. As evidenced by how far back they are willing to dig. The whole country is waiting for a glimpse of Lady Fortune.”

“They’re going to have to wait longer.” Rosalind pushed down on the door handle. “Lady Fortune is away at the moment.”

The blinding flashes came immediately. The yelling followed as a close second, voices from every direction demanding, “Look here, please! Lang Shalin, look here!”

With weeks to prepare for this moment, Rosalind kept her head down, forging ahead on the driveway. It was only a short distance to the roadside, where Silas’s car awaited. They only needed to get through the crowd without stopping.

She was doing so well. Until:

“Lang Shalin, what are your thoughts on Hong Liwen being sighted in Manchuria?”

Rosalind’s head whipped up. She sought the voice who had shouted the question, but the flashes invaded her sight immediately, leaving only blots in her field of vision.

“What?” she demanded. “What did you say?”

“You don’t need to get information from a reporter,” Phoebe cut in, taking hold of Rosalind’s elbow. “Come on.”

But Rosalind had paused, and the reporters scrambled to take advantage of the opportunity. They had grown ravenous, left out here in the cold for too long. Though the sun beamed high today, it had been rain and gloom in the days prior, some afternoons pouring with fast-falling sleet. Even then they had not desisted, too intrigued at the prospect of being the first to take a photograph to their boss.

“Over here!”

“This way! This way!”

“Lady Fortune, show us your talents!”

Without warning, something sharp came flying in Rosalind’s direction, scratching her cheek before landing with a loud thunk on the path behind her. Her hand lurched to her face with an instinctive gasp, cupping the painful sting. When she lowered her fingers, she found blood.

Her vision turned red in a visceral, livid tilt. Who dared to throw something at her? She could already feel the skin on her face knitting itself back together, healing in front of these cameras, every moment captured under a flash. This was what they had wanted, wasn’t it? To turn her into a piece of sensation, put her under a microscope to be picked apart under newsprint.

These damn reporters had forgotten that she was an assassin, that they were so interested in Fortune only because she used to be a feared shadow stalking the night, killing people with a mere exhale of poison.

Slowly Rosalind wiped the remaining blood off her face. She had changed her mind. Lady Fortune was here after all.

She lunged forward.

“Hey!” Phoebe cried.

Just before Rosalind could make contact with the nearest reporter, Phoebe scrambled to rein her back, her small frame lifting right off the ground in her vigor to keep Rosalind’s arms down. The reporter cried out in alarm. Some around him hurried a step back. Others grew even more excited, yelling for her to come their way instead.

“You really don’t want to do that, sǎozi,” Phoebe wheezed.

“Let go of me,” Rosalind said through her gritted teeth. “Orion would let me tear them apart.”

“And that’s why I’m being the responsible little sister. Don’t make me cry to guilt trip you.”

“Phoebe, let me go—”

Phoebe gasped. When a second rock hurtled in their direction, Phoebe snatched it right out of the air before Rosalind had scarcely registered its presence, then hurled it back at the reporters. The crowd screeched, shuffling to protect their cameras.

“You’re so lucky I used to play softball.” Phoebe gave her a push. “Come on, come on!”

Rosalind gave up on her mission to incite a fistfight. With a huff, she shoved through the rest of the crowd, reaching Silas’s car at last and flinging the rear door open. She slid onto the seat behind him, her whole disposition locked in a sulk.

Phoebe came around the other side, flopping into the passenger seat and closing her door.

“So, that could have gone better.”

Silas turned around to peer into the back seat, checking on Rosalind with concern. Meanwhile, the reporters were already flocking closer to the car, getting their notepads out to record the series of events that had unfolded before them.

“What happened out there?”

“Please drive,” Rosalind said sharply. She pressed the heel of her hand into her eyes. When she ran her palm down her face, her cheek was smooth again. “Just drive.”

At the front, Silas and Phoebe exchanged a glance, silently debating their response. Before Silas could pull on the wheel, however, there was a sudden thwack on his window, and he flinched in fright, his glasses sliding down his nose.

“Go!” Rosalind commanded. The reporter pointed his camera into the gap where the window was slightly rolled down. “Hurry!”

Silas stepped on the accelerator. Phoebe leaned over to push his glasses up before they could crash from his obscured vision. And Rosalind watched her apartment fade from view, leaving behind the reporters.

Even as the clamoring noise faded, she hardly dared release the immense exhale that strained inside her lungs. Rosalind only shifted in her seat to face the front again, her shoulders tense and hunched into herself.

The vehicle jolted, passing a bump in the road and weaving into heavier traffic. While Silas and Phoebe resumed their conversation, Rosalind silently reached her hand toward the other side of the back seat, hovering in the empty space there. Then she set her hand down, upon nothing.
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“Why are we going south?”

Rosalind’s question cut into an hour of silence. At the wheel, Jiemin seemed to startle, as if he had forgotten that she was sitting next to him. “I beg your pardon?”

They were three days and three stops in. After Rosalind’s stunt in Shanghai, Jiemin was closely monitoring her answers, ready to pull the microphone at any moment if she started talking about Orion. So far she had been adhering to her usual answers—she rather enjoyed slamming the concept of imperialism anyway, so it was far from an unenjoyable job. These stops tucked between the more populous areas didn’t draw large crowds, so she was being smart about how often she annoyed Jiemin, in case he really decided to pull the tour entirely. Only two or three reporters showed up at each stop, writing for their township distributions. The rest were usually townsfolk or villagers attending out of mere curiosity.

“South,” she said again, pointing to the window. The sun’s position in the sky and the current hour told her the direction of their route. “We have been driving down a while now. At first I thought you were only trying to avoid traffic, but this is definitely not the way to our next stop.”

The Nationalists had drawn a northwestern route. Though the posters broadcasted a national tour for sensationalism, the truth was that this was very much a regional tour, targeting the rural areas that received Shanghai’s news most. If they crept too close to other major cities, the people in those surrounding areas wouldn’t care much about Lady Fortune anyway. Perhaps they had heard of her, but war moved differently through the country, changed the ways that the papers talked about its saviors. Rosalind’s prime targets were nearby. Or what constituted as nearby in a country so large.

“It is only a small change of plans,” Jiemin replied. He took one hand off the wheel and rested his elbow to the side. His fingers tapped the window glass, betraying a hint of nerves where none showed on his face. “We will rest up at the next town and keep touring, don’t worry.”

“Which town?” Rosalind asked. “The next stop was supposed to be right outside Nantong.”

And since Nantong was a small city—small compared to Shanghai, anyway—it was going to be the next place she went rogue. It would have drawn a crowd. It would have drawn media outlets that spread her claims wide and wider.

“We’re going to drive awhile until we’re closer to Suzhou,” Jiemin replied.

Interesting, Rosalind thought. He hadn’t answered the question.

She turned to face the back, peering through the rear windshield. The passenger seat rumbled beneath her, the engine on the car puffing hard from their daily movement. The Nationalists, to their credit, weren’t working her very hard. Jiemin always drove slowly because they were a five-car procession. At any moment, his modest car was followed by four enormous military vehicles, jammed with soldiers who guarded every stop. Each traveling leg of the journey took about three hours when they set out in the morning; under normal circumstances Rosalind suspected the drive would be faster, but Jiemin would navigate on the more winding roads, his eyes glancing to the rearview every so often to watch for trouble. Once they arrived at their destination, Rosalind was given her own room at whichever inn was the best in town, and she was left to her own devices to read or brew poison by the crackling fireplace until she was needed in the early evening.

“We aren’t being tailed or anything?” she asked.

“Of course not.” Jiemin’s gaze stayed on the road. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“How am I being ridiculous? This is a public tour. We’re a constant target for attack.” They had soldiers guarding their route, after all. Though Rosalind found no reason to poke the bear and mention the Communists during the media questions, some reporters had asked nonetheless. It would only be good warfare to ram a car into her while she was touring and take a propaganda figure away from the Nationalists.

“Well, there’s no attack coming.” Jiemin, as usual, maintained his monotone. “So relax. Sit properly, would you?”

Slowly, Rosalind adjusted herself to face the front. Since Shanghai sat on the very eastern coast of the country, there were only two choices for traveling outward: northwest or southwest. The tour route started north, going until they reached Nantong, right at the mouth of the Yangtze River. Then they were almost following the river’s flow, moving westward until Nanjing, curving south until Hangzhou, then east until they were home, performing a loop around Lake Tai. Rosalind had been making calculations the moment she traced their proposed path on the map. If luring Lady Hong out didn’t work as her first plan, her second plan was to slip away a few days from the end, when they were close to Suzhou. Because Zhouzhuang was nearby and, by then, she supposed she would be desperate enough to trust an anonymous note.

But now . . .

If they were heading to Suzhou now, they were going in the opposite direction entirely. What happened to the original northward route?

“I noticed you whispering to one of the soldiers at the last stop,” Rosalind said carefully. “And as much as he’s eyed you up, I doubt you were merely organizing a rendezvous. If we are not being tailed . . . are we avoiding something?”

What report have you received? she was asking instead. Has intelligence sighted Lady Hong coming to attack us?

“Lang Shalin,” Jiemin said dryly. “Perhaps I think Suzhou is nice around this time of the year. There needn’t be a reason why we are doing the tour in the other direction instead.”

“Do you think I’m a child you can lie to?” Rosalind shot back. “I am older than you. By five years, at least.”

Jiemin shot her a sidelong glance. “I thought it was one year.”

“I am frozen in time.”

“Then that doesn’t count. You’re still nineteen.”

Rosalind threw up her hands. “It is remarkably clear that you are lying about your reasoning right now, so—” The thought occurred to her like a flash of lightning. Suzhou. Zhouzhuang. That letter Jiemin had been writing back when they were working together at Seagreen. “Wait a minute. Are you JM?”

Jiemin frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

“JM,” Rosalind said again. “The person who left me that note. I can help you get him back. Find me in Zhouzhuang.”

And at once Jiemin went pale. “Who left you that?” he demanded.

What sort of reaction was this? He both seemed to understand and not understand what she was talking about.

“If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking you, would I?” Rosalind said nastily.

Jiemin still looked like someone had stomped on his foot. He peered over the wheel, eyeing an upcoming turn. He didn’t speak again until the gravel crunched under the vehicle, clearing as they proceeded straight.

“You said a JM summoned you to Zhouzhuang?” He switched to English. “J for ‘jester,’ M for ‘mountain’?”

Now she didn’t want to confirm it, because she had just put Jiemin on high alert for that location. Rosalind went for a non-answer instead. Give him a taste of his own medicine.

“What part of this confuses you?”

“The part where this note exists at all.” Jiemin shook his head. “Either way, it’s not me. I promise you that.”

But he clearly held some stake in it.

“Why did you react so affectedly?”

“I was surprised to hear you mention Zhouzhuang.” Jiemin’s expression had leveled again, returning to his usual bored temperament. “I have friends there. It’s very small.”

“You weren’t acting like that,” Rosalind insisted. “You sounded horrified.”

“Maybe I’m horrified about why you possess something like that. Who is that note referring to, Lang Shalin? Is it Liwen?”

Rosalind went quiet. If she said one word more, then she would get the very same spiel from Jiemin that she had already heard. Orion was a lost cause. Orion was never coming back. Orion was a traitor to the nation, and even if the Kuomintang did catch up to him, it was no rescue mission; it was an assassination. Jiemin had cornered her into the end of this conversation, and he knew it.

“None of your business,” Rosalind grumbled, leaning back into her seat. She folded her arms. “I don’t—”

Jiemin slammed suddenly on the brakes. The whole vehicle screeched, and Rosalind barely kept herself from launching forward into the windshield. What the hell? Even for him, this was an overreaction—

“Stay here,” he commanded, pushing his door open.

Rosalind blinked. Oh, so that wasn’t for her? Maybe she was getting egotistical. As quickly as she could, Rosalind hurried out of the car too.

“I thought you said we weren’t being tailed.”

“I thought I said stay there.” Jiemin had stopped two paces away, looking warily into the distance.

“Don’t tell me what to do.” Rosalind pulled out a hairpin. She observed their surroundings too, following Jiemin’s line of sight as the rest of their retinue pulled to a stop. They were no longer driving on a proper paved route, but rather a half-cleared dirt road, proceeding down the length of a field alongside a wire-linked fence. Two parallel lines in the frosted-over grass marked their path, just enough to accommodate the four wheels of a vehicle, still leaving the tuft of grass in the middle. Where Rosalind stood, the grass tickled her calves, icy blades running against her stockings.

The wind blew against her cheeks. She shivered.

“If you’re going to stand there in the open,” Jiemin said tightly, “cover your head. I don’t want to have to explain to upper command that you got sniped.”

Rosalind threw her arms over her head obediently. She wasn’t too concerned. Most people weren’t very good at making headshots from a distance, and if it was actually going to kill her, they needed to shoot point-blank and blow her apart on a level she couldn’t heal from. From here to the distant tree line, she could see only open ground.

“Why are you concerned that . . . ?” Rosalind trailed off in the middle of her question, finding the answer for herself. Only three vehicles had come to a stop behind them. One was missing. Jiemin must have noticed through his rearview mirror and pulled them to a halt. 

Was Lady Hong already here? Rosalind had expected an appearance at an actual tour stop—not somewhere along the route. Lady Hong would always be moving with a large number of soldiers because that was where her power force came from, so how was it possible that she could find them while they were journeying between stops, especially when Jiemin had been driving in a new direction for hours . . . ?

A fourth vehicle rolled into view.

Jiemin drew his pistol. Their backup in the other vehicles got out too, hands to their hips and braced on their weapons.

Then the vehicle got closer, stopped, and one of the familiar-faced drivers stuck his head out from the window.

“Sorry, sorry!” he bellowed from a distance. “I was only helping out a lost couple from the city. We’re clear!”

The other soldiers grumbled, clearly irritated about the disturbance. Jiemin, on the other hand, put his pistol away with only a stony nod. He gestured for Rosalind to return to the car.

Slowly, she lowered her arms, her eyes narrowed. Even after Jiemin returned to the driver’s seat, closing his door after himself and starting the engine again so they could be on their way, Rosalind remained.

What kind of couple from the city came all the way out here?

“Lang Shalin,” Jiemin said, rolling his window down. “Let’s go.”

Rosalind nodded. She traced her gaze along the horizon once more, then finally got back into the car.

 

With a breath of relief, Celia leaned back in the passenger seat, watching the soldier drive away. They were parked under the shade of a large tree, having pulled over to feign confusion about their route when the soldier stopped and approached them.

Is there anything I can help with? I noticed you close behind.

We’re a little lost, Celia had lied. She leaned in as hard as she could on her Shanghai accent, patting Oliver’s arm. Poor dear doesn’t know how to navigate. Can you point us north?

“Oliver,” she said now. In that one word, she communicated her entire rebuke.

“Yes, yes, I know.” He opened the door to the driver’s seat, using his foot to kick it wide open. “Fine, you can take the wheel instead. I might have a habit of following too closely.”
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Ever since her father was arrested, Phoebe had stayed out of his office, thinking he might feel her presence in there even while behind bars, under Kuomintang watch. Then again, she didn’t have a reason to go into his office anyway. It wasn’t as if she cared about the administrative work he was doing there.

Until today.

Phoebe stepped through, waiting for the dust to settle around her. Ah Dou had stopped coming in to clean. What was the use when they didn’t know when General Hong would be released—if he would ever be released? On the slim chance that the Kuomintang decided to let him free, it wouldn’t be to this house, and it certainly wouldn’t be back to the life he had before. The countdown had started on how long Phoebe and Ah Dou could remain here undisturbed.

So she needed to make a good search now.

With her fists clutched around her skirts, she hurried up the thin stairs two at a time. The wide spiral curved around the office, the steps ending at eye level on the ground before smoothing out for an elevated platform. Bookcases lined the walls as soon as the platform started, curling along the spiral up and up until it reached the high glass-dome ceiling. Some of these books had been here longer than Phoebe was alive. She had never bothered asking about their contents. This was her father’s office: any normal girl would assume they were boring textbooks or accounting inventory.

It was almost a little astounding. She and Orion were both fully trained operatives by the latter years of their parents’ treason. How had they not noticed what was going on? She supposed Orion couldn’t be entirely blamed—her brother had been under chemical control from the very beginning, so even if he had raised a question, maybe their father had simply told him to forget it. Phoebe, on the other hand . . . What was her excuse?

She ran a finger along one of the spines, a poetry collection with leaves drawn onto the edges. Though Dao Feng had sent her to perform intelligence work on her mother, this wasn’t intelligence gathering in the traditional sense. She didn’t have to locate anything, lie her way onto the field, outrun pursuers chasing her away from critical findings.

No, all she needed to do was turn inward and look at what had been waiting under her nose this whole time. She had spent four years working for a faction that directly opposed Orion, thinking she was so smart, and for what?

In a fit of anger, Phoebe smacked one of the bookcases. It didn’t make her feel any better; it only stung her palm.

Protecting your family is the most important thing, her mother had said to her that very last time she visited London, when they were walking through the park together on their usual mother-daughter outings. Don’t tie yourself in knots trying to discover what you ought to do in this world. At the end of the day, every job is the same, but you only have one family.

Those words were the very reason Phoebe had become Priest. Those words flashed in her mind each time she trained her scope onto a target’s forehead and fired without hesitating, spraying blood and grisly, fleshy, pink brain matter into the air.

Phoebe Hong, grand protector.

God, she couldn’t even protect her secret identity from Silas. She was so obtuse to think she could keep this up forever.

“Xiǎojiě, where did you wander off to?”

Phoebe leaned over the railing. There was only one rung and empty space below it, so she was careful not to slip and tumble right off the platform.

“I’m here, Ah Dou,” she replied, raising her voice so it would carry. “Bàba’s office!”

The housekeeper’s hard slippers clacked down the second-floor hallway. He shuffled in, hands behind his back, craning his neck with a grimace to search for Phoebe hovering above.

“Lunch will be ready in half an hour.”

“Okay,” Phoebe chirped.

She was careful to sound relaxed. Although Ah Dou was very good at keeping his mouth shut regarding affairs around the house, she didn’t want him to get suspicious about what she was doing in here. Phoebe, to the world, came across as nothing more than a vacuous girl. She liked it that way. It made her feel as though she had control over herself. Over how much she was giving away and putting down.

Though he had been dismissed politely, Ah Dou stayed where he was standing. He cleared his throat.

“Feiyi,” he said. “Is there something you’re looking for?”

“I am only perusing,” Phoebe replied. She scrambled to come up with an excuse. “I’ve come to the realization that I don’t know much about my parents, which is quite startling.”

Ah Dou didn’t say anything in response. The silence drew long. As Phoebe resumed scanning the spines, she almost thought the housekeeper might have left. Then, in a gentle manner, he said:

“If you miss them, xiǎojiě, you can always ask me.”

Phoebe’s hand halted on the shelf. That was true. She could ask him outright. Ah Dou had started working for the household the moment her father inherited this mansion. He had been here since before her parents got married, three years prior to Oliver’s birth. Even if Ah Dou didn’t know about the tricky parts as they were occurring—like the treason—he was still a good resource.

“It’s only that”—Phoebe whirled away from the bookcase, laying it on thick as she splayed onto the rail—“I feel like I have an entirely false conception of the world now. My parents weren’t who they say they were. My parents are liars and . . .” Though she was exaggerating her excuse for Ah Dou’s sake, the hurt in her words was unfeigned, the sorrow clawing a sharp nail at her insides. “. . . and I don’t know how to handle that I do still miss them. I want to look back into the past—see how I didn’t catch any of the signs. I want to know how much was real.”

Her mother was the one who taught her to aim. Her father was the one who allowed her to have high ambitions. What was it all for? If Orion had been plucked up to be used, would Lady Hong come for Phoebe next, inject her too and manipulate her for gain?

And if Lady Hong didn’t come—if she actually didn’t care at all to come . . . then was that even worse?

When Phoebe glanced down, Ah Dou looked terribly sad.

“I suppose there is little help I can offer for that,” he said. “They did love you, though. Of course they did. People can be capable of terrible things and hold love in their hearts at the same time. That’s the complexity of mankind.” Ah Dou straightened his sleeves, then pointed a finger up. “Your father stored photo albums at the very top shelf. They’re hidden behind the medal display. Hopefully there’s something in there that proves it. Lunch in half an hour. Don’t snack before then.”

He shuffled out of the office. Phoebe’s gaze shot to the top shelf, hurrying along the spiral and grabbing her skirts again.

“Behind the medal display,” she muttered in echo, searching the very end of the platform. She needed to watch her step. The glass dome was right above her, and taking a tumble from this height would most certainly break her neck.

“Aha.”

There it was. Phoebe rose onto the tips of her toes, grabbing the medal display at its sides and easing it off the shelf. It was heavier than expected, the rectangular frame tilting dangerously. The medals swung on their hooks. On the left side, one dropped entirely.

“Tā mā de—” Phoebe shifted in an instant, adjusting to hold the frame with one hand at the base, her other hand shooting out to catch the medal before it could slip off the platform and smash to pieces. She breathed a sigh of relief. Set the frame down.

Exactly as Ah Dou had said, there was a whole stack of photo albums waiting behind the frame, covered in a thin layer of dust. Phoebe’s arms hurt a little as she went to grab them, twinging from her close save, but she ignored it.

“Let’s get to work.”
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Rosalind was growing increasingly suspicious.

The outskirts of Suzhou were fish farms and fields, villages situated around lakes and townships running with canals. Jiemin had practically driven in circles before they arrived at their next town, slathering the wheels of his car with mud. Perhaps that could be explained as him being careful, but Rosalind stood now in front of a podium taking questions, and though the hour hadn’t drawn to a close yet, her superior was wandering off, something catching his attention at the side of the town square. It was bizarre. He had made it his mission to supervise her answers. Wasn’t he afraid that she would start talking about forbidden topics again? There were still at least ten minutes left of questions.

“—mobilization?”

Rosalind started. “I’m sorry.” Her microphone screeched with feedback. She searched the crowd for the person who had been talking, then realized she hadn’t even noted it to begin with. Though it wasn’t getting dark yet, the hour hovering somewhere past four in the afternoon, the skies were gray and heavy, signaling a downpour to come. The whole town square was vaguely foggy. “Could you repeat that?”

The tour was moving in a new direction, and it was avoiding major locations. If Jiemin thought Rosalind wouldn’t notice, he was sorely mistaken. They could have cut a line straight through Suzhou. Instead, they had pressed as close to Lake Tai as they could get, curving north to south like a half-moon.

“No, of course there’s no threat to our safety at the moment,” Rosalind answered after the audience member repeated their question. She was still searching for Jiemin. He had disappeared. “Besides, you can trust that the Kuomintang are snuffling out threats before they ever reach your ears. Next question?”

Hands shot up. Small as their locations were, the crowds were getting bigger each time.

“Can you show us your powers?”

Rosalind barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes. “Unfortunately, unless you want me to bleed all over this podium, I will have to refrain from doing that.”

The man at the back wasn’t satisfied with that answer. “Come on! There are hardly any photographs of the immortal Lady Fortune in action.”

“I don’t see the relevance of that request.”

“You can understand the people’s curiosity. How do we know this isn’t some invented scheme by the Nationalists?”

“If you believe that, then—” Rosalind stopped dead. While she scanned for Jiemin, she had caught movement on the other side of the town square. A glimpse, and then nothing, disappearing behind the teahouse on the right.

Orion. That was Orion peering around the corner.

At once, without a second of hesitation, Rosalind pushed away from the podium, jumping off the raised stage. The reporters exclaimed aloud in curiosity; the ordinary townspeople raised their eyebrows, perplexed over this turn of events. She didn’t pay them any mind. She performed a hard swerve in the crowd so that it was clear she wasn’t heading over to strike the man with the outrageous question, breaking from the audience and running for the teahouse at the edge of the town square.

“Orion!” she called. Rosalind skidded around the bend. The pathway was empty. No. “Orion! I know you’re there!”

“What is going on?”

Someone grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. She came face-to-face with Jiemin.

“I saw him,” she said. “Orion. He’s here.”

It was a flash of bewilderment that crossed Jiemin’s expression first. Then—pity.

“You probably just saw me,” he said. “I was looking around the perimeter.”

He thought she was imagining it. That she was mistaken.

Rosalind yanked her shoulder out of his grip. Behind him, the other Kuomintang soldiers were shutting down the press event, waving for the attendees to scatter.

“He was wearing something entirely different. He was dressed in black. I saw him.”

Before Jiemin could give her another excuse, she spun on her heel and ran down the pathway. She didn’t know where she was going; nor did she know exactly what she was looking for. She took a left, and then she scanned her surroundings; she gasped in a breath of air and moved through a thinner alley, peering into each window she passed. She’d seen him. She knew she’d seen something.

Rosalind kept running. Kept searching. She almost collided with dozens of townspeople minding their business, but she couldn’t stop herself from continuing, even as she wandered so far from the town square that she knew she was on a wild-goose chase. She finally brought herself to a halt at the corner of the next wide road she came upon. Her pulse was pounding so intensely that she could feel it in her teeth, each vibration thudding from her neck right into her mouth.

“Damn it,” she whispered to herself. “Goddamn it—”

A car pulled up in front of her. The door opened from the inside: Jiemin, pushing it wide and sliding along the back seat.

“Get in. Now.”

Rosalind exhaled in defeat. Though she wanted to dig her heels into the ground and refuse to move, she got into the car, her hands clutched tightly before her. She always did. Wasn’t that the problem?

Jiemin didn’t say anything at her side. It was a very short drive. When the car stopped in front of the inn, Rosalind clambered out, itching at every bend of her limbs.

She slammed her door. “This is the end of today’s event, yes?”

“It is,” Jiemin replied. He was close on her heels as she walked into the lobby, going up two flights of stairs to her room. “I do request a word, though.”

“What?” Rosalind snapped. She pushed in through the entryway, tore her gloves off, and shed her coat. Even though her room wasn’t well insulated and her qipao was short-sleeved, she could barely feel the cold. Her bones might as well be made of poker irons, burning red from contact.

Jiemin caught the door before it could close in his face. He grimaced, stepping through and shutting it properly. “If you need time away from this tour . . .”

“I don’t need time away,” Rosalind hissed, spinning around. “I need to know what the hell you’ve been concerned about these past few days and whether it has anything to do with Orion showing up.”

A howl of wind blew outside, shuddering the windowpanes. They had come into the inn right on time: rain poured down in an instant, hammering a staccato tune upon the roof. Something was shifting into place here. A thousand different explanations ran through her head over how she could have seen Orion, half of them being that he needed help, and she couldn’t do a single thing to save him.

“I think you might have misunderstood.” Jiemin, still holding that grimace, walked to the table in the adjoining kitchen and leaned against it. “Fine. Yes. There have been warnings coming through covert about your tour. It has nothing to do with Hong Liwen. We received an alert about Communists trying to put a stop to it.”

What?

“For what reason?” Rosalind demanded.

Jiemin shrugged. The motion looked entirely too casual for the topic at hand. “We don’t know yet. Our spies are hard at work trying to figure it out. Right now, all we can conclude is that they have sent people in, so we’re on high alert and changing our routes to minimize the chances of sabotage. That’s it. I promise.”

“You promise,” Rosalind echoed. She scoffed. “You just as much as admitted that our information pipelines aren’t functioning very well. Lady Hong is nearby. We need to take advantage of the opportunity.”

“It is highly unlikely,” Jiemin insisted. “She’s moving with a military force. Any conflict with us would be an international incident.”

“Domestic.”

Jiemin paused, taken aback at her quick correction. “I beg your pardon?”

Rosalind examined her hands, pacing a small circle around the room. Winter always used to roughen her palms and crack her knuckles, but these days her skin stayed perfectly unmarred. It didn’t look right. “She’s in collaboration with the Japanese and passing her research to them for resources and money, but technically it would be a domestic incident. She’s a Kuomintang asset gone rogue. It would be infighting.”

“Infighting for another country’s agenda. Therefore an international incident.”

“No, that’s impossible to prove,” Rosalind returned. “The empire could deny it every step along the way. She has never been a Japanese agent. She has always been serving her own interests, following where her research goes. It is no different from a militia group starting a coup against its warlord because someone else offered to buy their loyalty. Domestic.”

And when the coup succeeded, Lady Hong would be rewarded, and she would have the resources she needed to continue experimenting in the name of research. In a way, this was easy to understand. Everything she did against her country, she did for herself. It just so happened that the Japanese Empire was also benefiting while she worked, and Lady Hong didn’t care that she was helping cause harm.

Jiemin seemed to give up on arguing with her. He stuck his hands into his trouser pockets, still leaning against the table. The rain poured on. They listened to it fall for a long moment. Then:

“We’re not in the age of gangsters and warlords anymore, Lang Shalin,” Jiemin said. “This is the national government. Please leave the battle plans to the generals and lieutenants. You are one agent. You have one task, and it’s not Lady Hong.”

Sure. The generals and lieutenants. As if they weren’t the ones who let this build into what it was now. They had dismissed General Hong the first time around. They had failed to find Lady Hong even knowing she was armed with resentment over her project’s shutdown.

“How can I do that?” she asked tightly. “Right now, their battle plan is ignoring her and hoping she goes away.”

“Right now, their battle plan is keeping an eye on the empire funding her. We have bigger problems than one woman.”

When Jiemin tipped his head back, stretching his neck and letting his gelled hair shift from its combed line, he looked his age for once. Eighteen years old and handling national decisions. Eighteen years old with sway on the fate of hundreds upon thousands.

He pushed off from the table. His hair fell back into place.

Rosalind tucked her fingers into fists. She stopped pacing, hovering at the edge of the kitchen.

“You should get some rest,” Jiemin said now, walking for the door. “We’re starting early tomorrow—”

“You are underestimating her.” Her words stopped Jiemin just as he was reaching for the handle. “You have to know that. This isn’t your regular rich elite turning hanjian for more wealth. She’s working with science that you cannot begin to imagine.” Rosalind reached for the knife block on the kitchen counter.

Jiemin swiveled around rapidly, just in time to see her draw out the sharpest one and press the blade into her arm. “Lang Shalin, what are you—”

“Have you seen my powers before?”

Rosalind cut a line from the inside of her elbow to the inside of her wrist. The blood ran immediately, rushing into her palm, running down her open fingers, dripping to the floor. Pain followed seconds later—sharp, searing pain—but by then Rosalind had prepared herself enough not to react.

Though Jiemin’s eyes turned wide, he held his tongue. His lips thinned; his posture was as stiff as a board.

“You haven’t,” Rosalind answered for him. “So look. I will show you. A few seconds more and—oh, how nice. Bleeding has stopped.” She set the knife back onto the countertop. Wiped the crook of her elbow to clear some of the blood there. “All my wounds knit together from the inside first. If anything gets caught deeper, in muscle or near bone, the injury won’t heal until it has pushed all debris out, so the skin is the last thing to smooth over. And just as I say that . . .” She stretched her arm out. The wound was gone. As if it were never there.

“Were you making note of the time?” she asked.

“Less than a minute,” Jiemin answered. He had schooled his expression to impassivity again.

“Shoot a soldier with these abilities, and he heals that quickly.” Rosalind went to the sink. She put her arm under the tap. “Make a strike that should have been critical, and before you can take a step away, he’s already recovered. That one woman has the power to start a large-scale hostile takeover. If you don’t get Orion away from her and stop her from experimenting further, she could blow a hole in the government just to prove that she can. What then? What’s the point in preparing to fight the Japanese on the battlefield if she’s killed everyone before you can even lift your weapons?”

Rosalind slapped the tap off. The water stopped running, swirling down the drain in a muddied brown fashion. Her arm was clean once more.

Jiemin heaved a sigh, scrubbing his hands up and down his face. The rain poured on.

“Okay,” he said eventually. “Okay. I will talk to upper command. We can formulate a better plan.” He pulled the door open. “In the meantime, please just try to prevent getting snatched by the Communists before we finish this tour. Meet me in the hallway in the morning for our next stop.”

Jiemin exited the room. Once Rosalind was alone again, she walked to the window, peering out at the dull gray. Everything looked the same. The low buildings, the shop fronts. The heaving, crying skies and the slick, paved street. She missed Shanghai. Everything outside the city had a sleepy quality during these hours because their lights went dim so early. Though Shanghai was blinding at times, its heart pulsed electric no matter what time of the night it was.

Rosalind pressed a hand to her mouth. She had missed a bit of blood at the tip of her finger. She ignored it.

Had she been mistaken? Even if it was a trick of the eye, she had seen someone peering around that corner. She couldn’t possibly be so lost in her own head that she was conjuring Orion out of nothing.

A cold tremor crept down her spine. She turned around suddenly, moving away from the window. What had that driver in their traveling party said? I was only helping out a lost couple from the city.

“Mon Dieu.”

Who looked nearly identical to Orion? Christ. Rosalind couldn’t believe the thought hadn’t occurred to her until now. Especially after Jiemin just said that the Communists were meddling with the tour.

Rosalind caught sight of a telephone plugged into the corner. She hurried over, picked up the receiver, and dialed headquarters.

“Can you transfer me?” she asked when the line connected. “To Shepherd.”

“May I ask who’s calling?”

Rosalind hesitated. Little point in using code names now. Not when her face was splattered on posters across the city. Still, she said: “Fortune.”

The click was immediate. A few rings later, Silas answered, his voice hoarse. “Wéi?”

Rosalind frowned, looking at the clock. “Were you sleeping? It’s five o’clock.”

“Why am I being judged for my sleeping schedule?” A rustle echoed over the line—probably Silas adjusting the telephone cord. They had both switched to speaking fast English, which didn’t entirely protect their conversation, but it did make it harder if there were spies tuned in. “There are underground meetings I attend late at night. Nothing wrong with catching up on rest ahead of time.”

Rosalind wouldn’t know. Rest had become a foreign concept to her.

“Do you know anything about Oliver out on the field?”

A beat passed on Silas’s end. Rosalind hadn’t bothered with a prelude to her question, so Silas needed a moment to process what she was asking.

“I haven’t heard about any specific mission,” he replied, “and trust me, I’ve been looking extensively into Oliver. Why?”

“I think he’s following me.” Rosalind paused. A lost couple. Although she was certain that Celia was likely to be close by too, she left her sister out of this. There was no need to implicate her or risk any information leaking to the Nationalists about her presence. “I think he’s after Orion too.”

Silas took another moment to consider the matter. The thing about Silas, Rosalind had noticed, was that he never mused excessively—he digested, he drew his conclusion, and then he verbalized precisely that.

“He must know,” Silas said aloud, arriving exactly where Rosalind was. “When you encounter Orion, he’s going to swoop in.”

Rosalind swallowed down her curse. “I can’t let him do that. Can’t you put some words in undercover? Get the Communists to withdraw?”

“I’m not high up enough for that. Oliver makes most of his own decisions.”

Damn it. Rosalind was at a loss. He and her sister were most definitely going to make an appearance, but as to whether they would harm or help . . .

“Okay. I’ll figure it out,” she decided.

Silas made a curious noise. “What’s that mean?”

It meant she ought to get ready. Though she was never going to hurt her sister, she would do whatever else necessary when the situation arose.

“If they’re going to combat me for him,” she said, “I’ll return fire.”

—————

 

Celia returned to their inn an hour after Rosalind’s press meeting ended. She entered when another group did, appearing natural by fiddling with her sleeve and looking distracted so that no one within the group would wonder why she was walking so closely. The receptionist at the front desk didn’t notice her come in. Good. Silently, she parted with the group at the stairwell and climbed to the top floor.

Inside their room, Oliver was playing with a piece of string. He didn’t immediately turn when she walked through the door, but the legs of his chair made a scraping noise against the floor, pivoting the rest of him to face her. 

“I was about to start worrying.”

“I didn’t want to go in when there was no one there,” Celia replied. She took her coat off. There were flurries of ice collected on her collar. “Small town, smaller telegraph office.”

When Rosalind’s press event ended and the Nationalists ushered her away, Celia and Oliver had signaled to each other from their hiding places before Oliver slipped away from the scene and Celia went off to send a telegram to central command, updating them on their mission progress. Oliver had been waiting for some time now.

“So the missive has been sent?” Oliver asked.

“Of course. I updated them on where we’re going next.” Celia finally took a deep breath, relieved to have returned. Maybe the concept of safety was a mere illusion in their lives. All the same, this—the doors locked and the curtains drawn tight, a candle flickering for light and Oliver sitting vigilantly in the corner—was close enough. “What have you been doing?”

Oliver gestured behind him. A dress of hers was hanging off another chair. “I finished restitching the hem half an hour ago.”

“I’m talking about that.” She pointed to the string he was still flicking back and forth.

“Oh, that.” In a flash, Oliver had tied the string around his armrest, securing it in a looped knot. “Practicing a one-handed restraint technique. Impressive, no?”

Celia reached for a cup in the kitchen. She filled it with water. “You tied a pretty bow, Oliver. Whoever you are trying to restrain like that is going to free themselves in about ten seconds.”

“It is only a temporary method. Don’t have such high standards, sweetheart.”

He stood up. Wandered over to the counter too, propping his elbows on the granite. For a good minute, she and Oliver listened to the rustling of the inn and the night outside singing with crickets. The rain had stopped. Oliver, eventually, broke the lull to say:

“She was calling for Orion.”

Celia took another sip of her water. “An easy mistake to make,” she replied, her voice quiet.

“I didn’t think she would see me. I was rather far away.”

Meanwhile, Celia had been situated on the third floor of a building overlooking the town square. At first she had risen quickly when Rosalind plunged into the crowd, pulling away from her surveillance out of personal concern. When she’d realized it wasn’t danger that her sister spotted but rather a case of mistaken identity, Celia had forced herself to duck low behind the window in case the Nationalists started looking around and saw her.

“Be glad that she did mistake your identity and didn’t yell your name out loud,” Celia said. “The Kuomintang can shrug off her imagination running wild. They’re going to be much less inclined to shrug off confirmation of our presence.”

Oliver folded his arms. He leaned lower on the granite, his head lolling before rising suddenly.

“How often did you speak to your sister after she went on assignment at Seagreen?”

Celia almost dropped her cup of water. “Why do you ask?”

“Only curious.” Oliver straightened up, then returned to his chair. “Don’t sound so concerned.”

Alisa’s voice echoed through her head. What if Oliver is instructed to grab his brother without any regard for Rosalind in the middle? It was a valid question. And Celia hated that. They had already formed a plan, and the encounter today with Rosalind confirmed that it would certainly work when the time came. If Orion were to appear, he would be wearing a Nationalist uniform as part of Lady Hong’s disguised forces. That meant it was easy for Oliver to dress exactly like him and incite confusion, which also meant it would get most of the attention off Orion for Celia to grab him.

“I can offer no help



























 

author’s note

 

In The Norton Shakespeare’s introduction of As You Like It, Jean E. Howard writes that “The ending [of the play] does not so much lay out a plan for social reform as celebrate a utopian moment of forgiveness, reconciliation, and hope.” When I was planning the events of Foul Heart Huntsman, I typed out that quote and stuck it at the bottom of my document, because this was the finale of an alternate world I had been playing in for five years, and this was how I wanted to conclude my story. I can’t change the decade that is to come. I can’t take away the eventual outbreak of war, nor the destruction that’s about to enter the city when the next invasion arrives. But in all darkness there are moments of recovery, a happy-for-now, and that was the truth I saw for these characters too.

As established in the Foul Lady Fortune author’s note, the backdrop to this duology is a true era of history: the Japanese invasion of Manchuria and the empire’s subsequent push into the rest of China. Foul Heart Huntsman opens in January 1932, when the political unrest was reaching a breaking point. Anti-Japanese protests and boycotts led by Chinese student organizations and trade unions furious over the occupation had been occurring in Shanghai since the Mukden Incident in September 1931, and Japanese representatives wanted these boycotts stamped out.

Chapter 9 describes the breaking point that would eventually lead to the January 28 Incident in the climax of the book. What proceeds is directly from the pages of history. Lady Hong is a figment of my imagination (and her forces did not exist in history to exacerbate the problem), but Shanghai indeed entered crisis mode on January 18 after Japan issued their ten-day ultimatum. On January 26, Chinese authorities declared martial law and mobilized to defend against the Japanese forces docking into the city. Although the mayor accepted the terms of the Japanese ultimatum on January 28 and attempted to shut down Chinese efforts of anti-Japanese boycott, the Japanese were not satisfied, and under the grounds of wanting to protect order, they sent a force into Zhabei to take the North Railway Station.

The military facility that the characters break into during Oliver’s rescue in Chapter 39 is made up, but the chaos in Zhabei that night was real. The time line in Foul Heart Huntsman is condensed to include many quick waves on the first night, but in history there were heavy artillery attacks and bombers overhead for weeks, razing Zhabei to the ground and killing thousands of civilians with indiscriminate bombing. Also true to history, Chapter 43 follows refugees trying to escape into the International Settlement because it was “safe” as soon as you entered Western jurisdiction—the foreigners on the other side of the creek were said to have watched the battle from the International Settlement as though it was a sporting event.

The snipers that Phoebe joins in Chapter 52 are adapted from true history. To avoid military confrontation in the foreign settlements, Chinese soldiers needed to stay out of certain areas, and snipers were sent in instead. Among these, many were from the Green Gang (the inspiration for the Scarlet Gang in These Violent Delights), so I adapted this to include former Scarlets entering the fray of battle. The Japanese “ronin” mentioned here are taken from history too—vigilante groups who were assigned peacekeeping over Japanese civilians and, subsequently, were infamous for brutal violence against the Chinese civilian population. When battle broke out, if they suspected a Chinese sniper within a building, the entire place would be torched.

Finally, Chapter 53 unfolds on a place called Arden Road; this wasn’t a real street in Shanghai but rather a reference to the Forest of Arden in As You Like It. Otherwise, places in the book like Baoshan Road or Seymour Road were real and still exist in Shanghai (with different names). The Shanghai East Library in Chapter 23 that Phoebe and Silas go to was also real—it was bombed during the Japanese invasion of Zhabei and destroyed. 

The epilogue takes place in May 1932 at the end of this conflict. The League of Nations demanded a cease-fire on March 4; fighting continued while negotiations went on for a few weeks. On May 5, the Shanghai Cease-fire Agreement was signed, which meant Shanghai grew peaceful and business boomed once again. Though the Secret Shanghai stories end here, there’s no such thing as happily-ever-after in history: in 1937, the second Sino-Japanese War began with the Battle of Shanghai, which also brought the start of World War II in Asia. Chinese civilians would endure horrific atrocities. We leave our characters during a period of peace, to continue onward with their lives even if they are soon to be surrounded by tragedy: as we all must do to some degree during our time in this world.

Of course, I must emphasize that Foul Lady Fortune and Foul Heart Huntsman are works of fiction using history to explore its own story, not to provide a textbook account of the era. I would highly recommend nonfiction resources if you’re interested in learning about the events that take place in this book and beyond. The Virtual Shanghai Project is also a great resource, accessible at virtualshanghai.net. Shanghai of the 1930s may not have had super soldiers and chemical concoctions, but there were spies and factions and politics aplenty that are incredibly fascinating to learn about.
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