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CHAPTER 1 — THE OPIUM BRIEFING
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Hong Kong, 1947. But first — London.

The rain over Whitehall that morning was the thin, cold kind that crept into one’s collar no matter how stiffly it was turned up. Jack Falcon stepped from the staff car, trench coat belted tight, the brim of his fedora casting a sharp line across his expression. London still hadn’t recovered from the war; half the block seemed held together by scaffolding and stubbornness.

He marched toward the MI6 annex with the clipped pace of a man summoned far too early and with far too little explanation.

Inside, heating pipes clanged like they were being tortured. A runner led him down a corridor, past portraits of men who’d been legends before the world burned. Falcon’s boots echoed in the hall until the runner stopped before a secured door.

“Sir Alistair’s waiting, Mr. Falcon.”

Falcon nodded and stepped inside.

Sir Alistair Merriweather—polished silver hair, a complexion powdered by stress—stood beside a map of East Asia peppered with pins and red twine. He gestured Falcon closer without a greeting.

“What do you know of a substance called Hei Lian?” Alistair asked. His voice carried the tightness of a man used to bad news.

“Nothing,” Falcon replied. “Should I?”

“Soon enough.” Alistair tapped a file on the table. “Three Allied officers—the last stationed in Manila—were murdered in the span of six weeks. Each killing was funded through a new opiate circulating around the South China Sea. Not natural opium. Synthetic.”

“Synthetic?” Falcon lifted an eyebrow. “That’s new.”

“Precisely. More potent than morphine. Cheaper than heroin. And spreading faster than anything either the Navy or Colonial Police can track.” Alistair opened the file; inside were photographs. Glassy-eyed corpses. A packet of black powder stamped with a lotus flower.

Falcon leaned closer. “So someone cooked up their own poison and is pushing it across Asia.”

“Not someone,” Alistair said grimly. “A syndicate.” He tapped the lotus sigil. “They call themselves Hei Lian Hui. In English—the Black Lotus League.”

Falcon’s jaw tightened. “Triads?”

“Worst than Triads. Former Kuomintang guerrillas, Japanese collaborators, chemists from Shanghai, smugglers from Macau... all welded into one organization. We believe they intend to use profits from Black Lotus to build a private army. And to eliminate anyone impeding that goal—including Allied officers.”

“So you want me in Hong Kong.”

Alistair handed him a blue envelope marked UNDER ABSOLUTE SEAL. “You sail tonight. You’ll operate off the books—no diplomatic mess, no press, no chatter. You’ll go undercover on the waterfront. The docks, night markets, gambling pits... that’s where the Lotus trade moves.”

Falcon slid the envelope into his coat. “Do we know who’s running it?”

“Only rumours.” Alistair leaned in. “A chemist called the Lotusmaker. Supposedly brilliant. Completely untraceable.”

Falcon exhaled slowly. Every assignment had a moment when the ground shifted under him—this was it.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“Yes.” Alistair handed him a small steel tube. Inside was a photograph of a woman. Angular cheekbones. Dark eyes that smouldered with secrets. “Her name is Mei Lian. A singer in the Western District of Hong Kong. She has ties to the League... and to us.”

“A double agent?” Falcon asked.

“A triple, depending on the night.” Alistair sighed. “Find her. She may guide you to the Lotusmaker. Or she may decide you’re worth killing.”

Falcon flicked the photograph back into the tube. “Sounds charming.”

Alistair clasped Falcon’s shoulder. “Be careful, Jack. The Far East is shifting again. Communists in the hills. Warlords stranded by the war. Japanese agents too proud to surrender. Into that powder keg someone is stuffing Black Lotus.”

Falcon nodded once and turned for the door.

“And Falcon—” Alistair added.

Falcon paused.

“When the time comes, burn it down.”

A slight grin touched Falcon’s mouth. “Wouldn’t dream of doing anything else.
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CHAPTER 2 — WHISPERS FROM KOWLOON BAY
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The ship from Southampton crawled into Victoria Harbour under a sky thick with humidity and distant thunder. Hong Kong rose around the vessel like a jagged crown—peaks shrouded in mist, neon signs flickering in red and jade hues, sampans and bamboo-junks crowding the water like restless insects.

Jack Falcon stood at the railing, a canvas duffel slung over his shoulder, his appearance deliberately roughened. Unshaven, wearing a frayed shirt, boots scuffed enough to tell the right lies. Undercover meant looking like the kind of man who drifted into trouble rather than tracked it.

The ship horn bellowed, scattering gulls. Dockworkers shouted in Cantonese. Somewhere a radio coughed out a jazz tune warped by static.

Falcon breathed the thick air. Hong Kong—alive, volatile, carved from contradictions. British order on the hilltops, Chinese struggle in the alleys, American sailors spending pay they didn’t have, all of it swirling in a storm of money and desperation.

Perfect place for poison to thrive.

He disembarked with the crowd, blending with sailors lugging their pay, smugglers hunched over crates, merchants claiming false innocence. He passed a Customs officer who barely glanced at his forged papers—exactly as planned.

Down the pier, a thin man with bony wrists and darting eyes waited beneath an umbrella patched with tape. When he spotted Falcon, he flicked a cigarette into the water.

“Name?” the man asked in accented English.

“John Fletcher,” Falcon replied—his cover identity.

“Fletcher,” the man repeated mechanically. “You need work? Plenty work. Boats, crates, sometimes... other things.” His smile showed a collection of teeth doing their best to escape his mouth.

“Who sent you?” Falcon asked.

“A friend from Singapore. Said you’re strong. Said you don’t ask questions.” The man nodded toward the western piers. “Come.”

Falcon followed him along a waterfront lined with warehouses, sampans drifting like shadows, and the smells of diesel, drying fish, and rain eager to fall. Their pace stayed casual—too casual. Twice the thin man checked over his shoulder.

“How long have you been here?” Falcon asked.

“Too long.” His voice tightened. “This city—bad things moving, Mr. Fletcher. Very bad.”

“Black Lotus?” Falcon said quietly.

The thin man stiffened. “You speak too loud.”

“No one’s listening.”

“Everyone listens.” The man swallowed. “This not normal drug. It not grow in field. It come from fire and glass. Men who take it... go crazy. They kill. They steal. They... lose themselves.”

Falcon studied him. “Who runs it?”

The thin man shook his head rapidly. “I tell you nothing. I only show you place to sleep, maybe work. You want more—talk to ghosts.”

“Ghosts?”

“That what they call them.” He nodded toward Kowloon across the water. “The Black Lotus League. They move like shadows. Kill like silence.”

Falcon’s pulse ticked a little faster—not from fear, but from confirmation. The League wasn’t just rumour. People here felt them like a cold draft in a sealed room.

The man led him into a dim tea shop squeezed between a warehouse and a pawn broker. Inside, steam fogged the windows, and patrons hunched low over chipped cups. A radio murmured with a mainland broadcast.

“You stay here for now,” the thin man whispered. “Old woman runs this place. She won’t ask who you are. But—” He leaned closer, breath smelling of cheap tobacco. “If anyone asks you about the Lotus, you say nothing. Or you never leave Hong Kong alive.”

Falcon gave no reaction. “Understood.”

He moved toward a corner table when a booming laugh split the room. A broad-shouldered man with a sailor’s build and a grin that mocked the world at large stomped in through the back door.

Falcon’s eyes narrowed in surprise.

It was Patrick Doyle.

Fellow operative. Occasional partner. Occasional thorn in Falcon’s side.

Except here—Doyle wore civilian clothes, rough and stained like he’d lived on the docks for months. He carried himself like he belonged here.

He hid it well, but to Falcon’s trained eye, he lifted his chin just a fraction too high. British intelligence habits die hard.

Doyle spotted him—and froze for one heartbeat too long. Then he chuckled, slapped Falcon’s shoulder, and bellowed for the room:

“Fletcher, you old bastard! Thought you drowned off Singapore!”

Falcon played along, forcing a grin. “Nearly did. Bastards don’t sink easy.”

The room relaxed.

They sat. Tea arrived—hot, bitter, thin. Doyle leaned in.

“I didn’t expect them to
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