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            "What I am about to relate is anything but a pleasant story; in fact is so very unpleasant that I can't recommend anyone without a strong stomach to read it. For it is a story of such crime and horror as to be almost a unbelievable, The story of the depredation of a horde of degraded criminals of incredible bestiality, who have been, and now are, working their will, unrestrained, on a peaceful, kindly, law-abiding people. Yet it is a story which I feel must be told, even if it is seen by only a few. I can not rest until I have told it, and unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, I am one of a very few who are in a position to tell it."

         – George A. Fitch (Nanking, China, Christmas Eve, 1937)
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My mother-in-law rarely spoke about her escape from the Japanese army. When she did, each memory emerged like a shard of glass—sharp, fragmentary, and painful to touch. She was a beautiful teenager fleeing through the heartland of China. Buddhist temples became her hiding places. Her father made a desperate gamble to save her life. These fragments haunted me, urging me to understand the larger tragedy from which they came.

In the silences between her recollections, I began to glimpse the extraordinary courage of ordinary Chinese civilians caught in unimaginable circumstances. She spoke of nights spent walking under star-filled skies, days hidden in remote mountain villages, and the ever-present fear of discovery. Though her stories were few, her resilient spirit remained vivid. It became the heartbeat I hoped to capture—a tribute to all who endured those dark days.

Iris Chang’s groundbreaking book, The Rape of Nanking, opened another window into this history. Her work introduced a dimension I hadn’t known: a small band of Westerners who chose to stay in Nanking when evacuation was possible. What compelled them to remain in harms way? How did they navigate the moral and human complexities of their decision?

These questions led me to the library at Yale Divinity School where I discovered a treasure trove of original documentation. Diaries, letters, and reports written by those who witnessed Nanking’s darkest hours lie preserved in archival boxes. Their pages were yellowed with age, but their voices remained crystal clear.

Among these testimonies, some accounts struck me with particular force. The detailed observations of those who lived through the siege revealed individuals wrestling with impossible decisions, fighting to hold on to their humanity in the face of overwhelming cruelty. Their experiences became both the foundation of this story and its emotional core.

This project began as a screenplay, one that my son Jeremy and I wrote together. We worked to blend documented events with personal narratives, shaping Nanking’s tragedy into a story that could reach contemporary audiences. After years of attempting to bring the film to life, the voices we encountered continued to call out, asking to be heard in another way. The written word, we realized, offered the space to explore more deeply the moral complexities people face when confronted with systemic evil.

Within these pages, you will walk the streets of 1937 Nanking, feel the bite of December’s cold, and witness how ordinary people responded to extraordinary horror. Courage reveals itself in unexpected forms, often from the most unlikely of sources.

The events you are about to read serve as a stark reminder that individual choices matter—especially during humanity’s darkest moments. May this story inspire us all to consider how we might respond when confronted with injustice, within whatever circles of influence we possess.

The Rising Sun’s Shadow

In December 1937, as Japanese forces approached China’s ancient capital of Nanking, a small group of Westerners made a decision that would echo through history. To understand why they stayed—and what their choice would come to mean—we must first explore how East Asia’s two great civilizations arrived at such a catastrophic crossroads.

The Rise of Imperial Japan

Japan’s transformation into a modern power was breathtaking in its speed. Following the Meiji Restoration of 1868, the island nation condensed centuries of social, economic, and technological advancement into just a few decades. By the 1890s, Japan had established itself as Asia’s first industrial power, complete with modernized armed forces modeled after Germany and Britain.

As Japan modernized, it looked upon China—its ancient cultural mentor—with increasing ambition. The Middle Kingdom, the source of Buddhism, Confucianism, and countless innovations, had entered a period of internal weakness that invited foreign exploitation.

The First Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) marked Japan’s formal arrival as an imperial power. Its victory secured Taiwan, influence over Korea, and substantial indemnities. More importantly, it shattered the traditional East Asian power dynamic. China’s defeat at the hands of its former student was more than symbolic—it signaled a fundamental realignment of regional dominance.

By the 1930s, Japan’s military wielded considerable influence over its civilian government. A global depression, restrictive Western policies, and the rise of ultranationalist ideologies fueled Japan’s aggressive expansion. Military leaders began speaking of a divine mission: Japan’s destiny to lead Asia into a new era.

The Path to War

The spark that ignited full-scale conflict came on July 7, 1937, at the Marco Polo Bridge near Beijing. What began as a seemingly minor clash between Japanese and Chinese troops escalated rapidly. By August, war had engulfed Shanghai. Chinese forces fought tenaciously for three months before finally retreating.

As autumn turned to winter, the war moved steadily toward Nanking. The approaching conflict would test not only the assumptions of modern warfare but the limits of human nature.

A Unique Community

Nanking in 1937 was more than China’s capital—it was a cosmopolitan city where East and West had forged lasting connections. American missionaries had established hospitals, schools, and universities that had become central to the city’s life. The University of Nanking, Ginling Women’s College, and numerous other institutions represented decades of cultural exchange and mutual respect.

The Westerners who called Nanking home were not transient visitors or colonial overseers. Many had spent decades in China, spoke fluent Chinese, raised families, and felt more rooted in Nanking than in the countries of their birth. They had lived through revolutions, warlord conflicts, and political upheavals. They believed they understood China’s depth—its chaos, its resilience, and its soul.

As Japanese forces closed in during December 1937, these long-term residents faced an agonizing decision. Most foreigners fled aboard the last available ships. But a few made a different choice—one that placed them at the center of events that would shock the conscience of the world.

What followed tested every principle they held dear. It revealed truths about human nature—both horrific and heroic—that still echo through time. This is the story of what happened when a small group of people stood between an invading army and a vulnerable population, armed with nothing but their belief that civilization’s rules still mattered.

The choices they made, and the price they paid, remind us that history is not shaped only by armies and governments. It is shaped by individuals who refuse to look away when faced with evil.
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August 13th 1937

The ancient walls of Nanking rose like weathered sentinels above the Yangtze River as George Fitch’s dust-covered, wood-paneled Ford station wagon rumbled along the waterfront. The August heat pressed down like a heavy blanket, turning the air thick and humid. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he steered across uneven cobblestones, passing the chaotic bustle of Hsia Kwan Harbor, where sampans jostled for space alongside steel cargo vessels. Coolies staggered beneath impossible loads while merchants shouted prices for everything from Sichuan pepper to British machinery.

The road climbed gradually away from the commercial waterfront, winding through residential neighborhoods where traditional courtyard houses shared narrow lanes with modern apartment buildings. As Fitch neared Nanking’s government district, the transformation became striking. European-style ministry buildings lined boulevards designed to impress foreign dignitaries, their stately facades representing Chiang Kai-shek’s vision of a modern republic. Yet Fitch knew that just blocks away lay a warren of hutongs, where daily life continued as it had for generations.

Turning onto the marketplace streets, Fitch guided his car through increasingly crowded thoroughfares. The humid air carried a symphony of sounds and scents: merchants calling out prices in melodic Mandarin, bolts of silk rippling in the faintest breeze, and food carts releasing aromatic clouds of ginger and star anise that mingled with the earthier scent of bodies pressed close together. The station wagon finally rolled to a stop, its tires crunching on sun-baked gravel.

When Fitch stepped out, he drew attention without trying. His green eyes, weathered by decades beneath China’s sun, swept across the familiar scene with quiet warmth. Born to missionary parents in nearby Soochow, he moved with easy purpose despite his unpretentious tan suit and the absence of a tie. Everyone recognized him—an American whose roots gripped Chinese soil as firmly as the bamboo groves of his childhood.

“Fitch Laoshi!” called Mrs. Chen from her fruit stall, using the respectful title for teacher. “My grandson says you taught him to make perfect shot!”

“Only as perfect as his practice, Mrs. Chen,” Fitch replied in Mandarin. His pronunciation was careful, but sincere. Her weathered face lit up at his response.

“You stay cool in this heat, Teacher,” warned Old Wang, the bicycle repairman, wiping grease from his hands. “Even we Chinese are melting today!”

When a small boy collided with his legs while chasing a runaway hoop, Fitch caught the child and swung him onto his shoulders without missing a step. The boy’s delighted squeal drew approving nods from nearby women.

“See how he loves our children,” one whispered to another. “Not like my husband.”

But the warmth of the moment faltered when Fitch’s gaze caught on something that chilled him—young Chen, barely old enough to grasp the meaning of his choices, wore a Nazi armband and handed out flyers. Fitch’s chest tightened. He lowered the boy from his shoulders and walked toward the teenager, a quiet weight in his steps.

Embarrassment flickered across Chen’s face as he recognized his coach standing before him.

“Nazi rally at Drum Tower tomorrow night?” Fitch asked, his voice heavy with disappointment. “I suppose we won’t be seeing you at basketball practice.”

The boy couldn’t meet his mentor’s eyes. The silence between them stretched, uncomfortable and unresolved.

Then a sleek black automobile bearing Nazi flags parted the crowd like a shark through water. Another youth—older, already hardened by ideology—stepped beside the flyer-distributing boy.

“Keep passing out flyers,” the older teen urged in Chinese, his tone reverent. “That’s Herr Rabe, head of the Nazi Party.”

Fitch watched the scene unfold with a rising sense of unease. When the Nazi official in the car caught his eye and offered a curt nod, Fitch returned it with diplomatic restraint, even as his hand crushed the rally flyer in his pocket. The paper crumpled like his hopes for some of the boys he’d worked so hard to guide.

His agitation propelled him through the front doors of the YMCA office, ignoring the handwritten sign that read FILMING—USE SIDE DOOR. He pushed through without hesitation and found himself in the middle of a group portrait being staged by Reverend John Magee. The older man’s laugh lines crinkled with good-natured exasperation at the interruption. Clad in his clergy collar and a tweed jacket with threadbare elbow patches, Magee looked up from behind his beloved movie camera.

“Fiddlesticks! All right—hold it. Oh, George. Ye’re back,” he called out, his Scottish lilt unmistakable.

The embarrassment of interrupting barely registered. Fitch pulled the wrinkled flyer from his pocket as the group dispersed with amused smiles.

“Sorry, John, but look at this. After all these years working with these boys... now some of them are becoming Nazis? For God’s sake, what did I do wrong?”

Magee’s response carried the quiet steadiness of a man who had seen generations of turmoil. “It’s just a phase. These lads’ll come around soon enough. Ye’re much too hard on yourself, ye know.”

“Maybe. But I’m starting to think it’s time for something new. Mongolia needs a ‘Y.’”

The restlessness in Fitch’s voice was familiar. It was the same drive that had once sent him trekking through the remote corners of China.

Magee offered a gentle pat on the shoulder, his warm smile tinged with understanding. “Always restless, ye are. Ever since I’ve known ye.”

“If I can’t make a difference here, then maybe it’s time to move on.” The words came heavier than intended—a quiet confession from a man doubting his life’s work.

“George, this whole place is because of you. And it’s quite grand, I’d say.” Magee turned to pack away his 16mm camera. “Ach, just wait till ye see the film I shot of the work you’re doing here.”

The mention of Magee’s cinematography hobby lifted Fitch’s mood, if only briefly.

“You should’ve been a missionary to Hollywood.”

“Just a wee hobby,” Magee replied, adjusting the camera strap over his shoulder. “I’m needed right here in Nanking—and so are ye.”

His words carried a quiet gravity neither man yet recognized. With a friendly wink, Reverend John Magee picked up his tripod. “I need tae be running along. Wife’s expecting me soon. See ye.” He exited through the same door Fitch had entered.

Inside the office, a soft voice broke Fitch’s reverie.

“How are you?” asked his secretary.

Miss Cheung’s carefully measured English was a daily reminder of their shared mission: building bridges between cultures.

“Very good, thank you, Ah Cheung,” he replied, using her Chinese name with warm familiarity. “Though this heat is overwhelming.”

She smiled—a rare expression from the typically serious young woman. “My mother says August heat in Nanking makes even dragons seek shade.”

Fitch chuckled softly as he stepped into his office. His gaze landed on the photographs lining his desk—each one a chapter in his complicated relationship with the country he had always called home.

Twenty years of service in China surrounded him in carefully arranged layers. Maps traced his journey—dotted lines marking mission stations, cities served, lives touched. Photographs chronicled the slow, stubborn march of progress: basketball courts where opium dens once stood, Western education taking root in ancient soil.

One photo held his gaze today—the basketball team. Young Chen beamed with athletic pride, the same boy Fitch had seen that morning handing out Nazi propaganda on the street. In the photo, the boy still radiated innocence, his arm slung casually over a teammate’s shoulders. Fitch remembered teaching him his jump shot, the hours spent drilling fundamentals, building trust pass by pass. And now, that fragile bond was unraveling under the weight of foreign ideology.

With reluctant fingers, he opened the desk drawer to retrieve what he considered both his greatest failure and deepest love—a photograph he rarely allowed himself to see. Pei Tang’s beauty still caught his breath. Her traditional qipao stood in elegant contrast to her modern bobbed hair. The inscription, Forever yours, Pei Tang, mocked him now. It had been a promise neither of them could keep, not in a world where love between races invited only shame and separation.

The circle-cross necklace in his pocket— matched the one she wore in the photograph—suddenly felt as heavy as regret. He placed it gently in the drawer. He had given it to her two decades ago, back when young love still felt stronger than ancient prejudice. It had marked not only their shared faith, but a bond no society around them would permit to bloom. Pei unexpectedly returned the necklace to him the last time they were together. In China, he’d learned, nothing was ever as simple as it seemed.

When his secretary entered, she moved with the hesitant steps of someone carrying terrible news. The yellow telegram trembled in her hands like an autumn leaf. Miss Cheung had worked for Fitch for five years—he had watched her English improve year by year. Now her careful pronunciation crumbled under the weight of catastrophe.

“Em...pire of Japan has at...tacked Shanghai.”

Fitch launched from his chair with such force that it crashed against the filing cabinet, sending the basketball team photo facedown onto the desk. He snatched the telegram before she could finish, the paper crackling in his grip. Each typed word confirmed his worst fears: Japanese forces advancing. Was Shanghai—the international jewel of China—just the beginning?

He had seen this coming. Hadn’t they all? The Marco Polo Bridge incident. The fall of Beijing. The slow, relentless march south. Each Japanese victory brought the war closer. He thought of the Chinese community, who looked to the YMCA as a haven of stability in uncertain times.

Flashes of the Great War surged through his mind—his time in France, organizing YMCA services for Chinese laborers, watching Europe tear itself apart one trench at a time. And now that same madness had reached China’s shores. Shanghai was burning.

He met Miss Cheung’s frightened eyes and saw in them the fear gripping Nanking’s people. She had family in Shanghai—he remembered approving her leave last spring so she could attend her cousin’s wedding. Her hands still trembled.

“Call a staff meeting,” he said, his voice steady with the calm authority earned through twenty years of crisis. “Everyone. Now.”

As Miss Cheung hurried out, Fitch turned to the window. Beyond the quiet grounds of the YMCA, Nanking’s ancient walls stood silhouetted against the early autumn sky—walls that had guarded the city for centuries.

The heat that had pressed down on the city all day now seemed distant, replaced by a colder weight settling deep in his bones.
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August 30, 1937

Dawn painted the waters of Hsia Kwan Harbor in muted grays as Fitch’s wood-paneled station wagon wound through the growing crowd of refugees. News of Japanese aggression—and the recent bombing of the city—had turned China’s ancient capital into a city of desperate flight. The air hung heavy with the mingled scents of diesel fuel, river water, and humanity: unwashed bodies pressed together in the morning heat, the aroma of vendors’ steaming congee mixing with the acrid smoke from steamship funnels.

The harbor had become a study in contrasts. Merchant vessels readied for escape, while military boats brought in fresh troops, their hulls riding low in the muddy waters of the Yangtze. Just weeks ago, these same docks had welcomed cargo ships from Shanghai and Tianjin, a symbol of China’s modernization under Nationalist rule. Now, they served as the last lifeline for a city bracing for invasion.

Fitch’s roof racks, piled high with the Magee family’s luggage, creaked as he brought the vehicle to a stop beside a modest ship flying the American flag. Through the pre-dawn mist, he could make out the silhouettes of sampans crossing the river, ferrying those too poor to afford steamer passage. They joined the countless others fleeing south, while a steady stream of Chinese soldiers flowed in the opposite direction, marching toward the front.

While helping Reverend Magee’s sons unload their belongings, Fitch watched the minister comfort his wife, both relieved and reluctant as they prepared to depart for Hong Kong. Magee’s weathered face, etched with decades of service in China, held the quiet determination of a man convinced of his calling. Mrs. Magee’s usually cheerful round face was drawn with worry, her eyes clouded beneath the brim of her traveling hat. She clutched her navy sweater tighter against the morning chill, but it did nothing to steady her trembling hands.

“Promise me, ye’ll be joining us soon, won’t ye?” she asked. Her Scottish lilt, once musical with good humor, now carried the strain of forced optimism.

Magee reached for his wife’s hand with tender familiarity, his Highland burr softened by decades in China.

“Ach, we’ll be back together before ye know it, my dear.”

The words lingered, a promise neither could be certain of keeping.

Wooden wheels clattered against the stone as a rickshaw arrived carrying two women. From it stepped Minnie Vautrin, dressed in practical clothing and wire-rimmed glasses that marked her as faculty from Ginling College. Despite the chaos thickening around them, she moved with composed purpose. Her knuckles, however, tightened around the handle of the gift basket she carried. Her forty-plus years had etched her face with resolve more than age, and her keen eyes missed nothing.

“Minnie!” Mrs. Magee’s greeting held genuine warmth as she rose from her seat on a nearby crate.

“Just a little something for your trip,” Minnie said, holding out the basket. Her gaze flicked toward Fitch, who was still wrangling a suitcase from the roof rack, his tall frame silhouetted against the pearl-gray sky.

“Ye should nae have troubled yerself. But... where’s yer luggage?”

“There’s too much work at the college for me to leave right now.” Minnie shifted the basket to her other hand, sidestepping Mrs. Magee’s worried look.

Mrs. Magee’s brow furrowed. “Good gracious, ye sound just like my husband. Don’t ye know there’s a war coming?”

“Oh, I’ll leave soon enough.” Minnie’s eyes drifted once more toward Fitch, who was lowering the last suitcase.

Mrs. Magee followed her gaze, a knowing smile playing at her lips. “He’s a fine man, is he not?”

Minnie startled, a hint of color rising in her cheeks. “Who? Oh, George?”

“Ye don’t believe all the rumors, do ye?” Mrs. Magee leaned in with a conspiratorial whisper.

“Well, let’s not gossip,” Minnie replied firmly, though her eyes remained on Fitch’s distant figure.

“Weren’t ye fond of him once? Or is that just another rumor?” Mrs. Magee gathered her handbag, preparing to depart.

“That was a long time ago,” Minnie said softly, pulling her friend into a long farewell embrace—both women aware they might not see each other again for a very long time.

High above the harbor, barely visible against the clouded sky, three dark specks appeared. Few in the crowd noticed at first, preoccupied with last-minute goodbyes and practical tasks. But a weathered sailor on the American ship’s deck spotted them, his trained eyes recognizing the distinctive profile of Japanese bombers. His shout of warning was swallowed by the harbor’s noise.

The air raid siren’s scream shattered the morning like breaking glass.

Panic erupted. Westerners rushed toward the ship, while Chinese civilians scattered in all directions, searching for shelter. The deep drone of aircraft engines grew louder, vibrating through the ground and up their spines. Fitch sprinted to the women, his powerful frame cutting through the chaos, guiding them beneath a corrugated overhang. The scent of spilled congee mingled with the sharper tang of fear as people pushed past in frantic waves.

“Mei Lan!” Minnie’s cry cut through the noise. She pointed to an abandoned rickshaw in the distance. Her eyes searched until they locked on a young Chinese woman walking with inexplicable calm through the panic. Her cheongsam swirled around her like flowing silk, untouched by the hysteria surrounding her.

The rat-tat-tat of anti-aircraft fire split the sky, brass casings raining down like metallic hail across the dock.

Minnie started forward, but Fitch’s hand caught her arm.

“Stay!” he barked, already in motion himself. He bounded across the harbor with purposeful speed, eyes fixed on the serene figure ahead.

Time distorted. Mei Lan moved as though untouched by fear, focused entirely on something small and fluttering near the edge of the pier—a broken birdcage and the single duckling that had escaped it. She crouched slowly, hand outstretched.

Fitch’s lungs burned as he closed the distance. The roar of the bomber overhead grew deafening, its shadow gliding across the water like a death sentence.

“Get down!”

She turned at the sound of his voice—and he froze. Her eyes were the deepest green he had ever seen on a Chinese face, ancient and unreadable, like jade veined with secrets.

A heartbeat passed. Then time rushed forward.

He tackled her just as the bomb’s whistle gave way to thunder.

The explosion tore through the harbor. A wall of water crashed over them, and Fitch felt the force knock the breath from his lungs. The taste of cordite stung his mouth, mixing with the metallic tang of blood from a bitten lip. Mei Lan clung to him as they surfaced, her trembling hands pressed tightly to his ribs.

Even amid the chaos, Fitch was acutely aware of her body against his—something deeper than touch, something unnerving in its intensity.

Then she turned from him.

Her first instinct wasn’t to speak or to flee, but to reach down for the duckling, now miraculously nestled against the dock’s edge. She scooped it up gently, the tiny creature’s rapid heartbeat pulsing in rhythm with her own.

“My God! Are you hurt?” Minnie’s voice broke the strange tension, though Fitch found his eyes lingering on Mei Lan’s silent form. Water dripped from her hair, and the elegant lines of her cheongsam now clung to her frame in a way that made him quickly avert his gaze.

“I’m fine,” Mei Lan answered quietly, her tone carrying the embarrassed restraint of a teenager.

“Good gracious, I nearly had a heart attack.” Minnie embraced her with motherly tenderness before turning to Fitch. “Oh. George, this is Mei Lan. She’s one of our students.”

“Mei Lan. What a way to meet.” His attempt at lightheartedness fell flat against her silence.

She was focused on returning the duckling to its owner—an elderly man whose toothless grin brought a flicker of warmth to the shaken scene. His gnarled hands trembled as he gently placed the duckling back in its cage beside its siblings. He bowed in gratitude, his smile unchanged by the morning’s terror.

As the last echoes of the aircraft engines faded, the harbor slowly stirred back to life. People emerged from improvised shelters, brushing off debris and checking themselves with shaking hands. The acrid stench of explosives lingered, mixing with the scent of spilled congee and churned harbor water. Dockworkers shouted damage reports while ship captains barked orders to inspect their vessels. The Magee family’s interrupted departure resumed with new urgency. The bombing had erased any illusion that safety could be found by waiting.

Mrs. Magee lingered on the dock, her figure small against the looming ship’s hull. She clutched her handbag tightly, watching her sons disappear up the gangplank with the last of their luggage. The morning air thickened as humidity returned, and dark clouds gathered overhead, promising rain.

With one last wave to her husband, she turned and made her way up the incline, her navy sweater a fading patch of color against the weathered wood.

Steam rose from the ship’s stack as its whistle gave two sharp blasts—immediate departure. Within minutes, the vessel was pulling away from the dock, carrying Mrs. Magee and her sons toward the uncertain safety of Hong Kong. Those left behind turned toward an uncertain fate.

Reverend Magee stood motionless on the pier, one weathered hand raised in farewell as the ship shrank into the haze. His family was gone, carried beyond his reach, while duty held him fast to a city growing darker by the day.

“May I offer you both a ride back to Ginling?” Fitch turned to Minnie and Mei Lan, keys jingling softly in his hand as he gestured toward the station wagon. Reverend Magee was already moving to open the wood-paneled door for the ladies.

Inside, the familiar scent of aged leather and wood polish mixed with the damp residue of the morning’s chaos. Reverend Magee took the front seat while Minnie and Mei Lan settled in the back. As the car pulled away from the harbor, the tight quarters seemed to magnify the silence between them.

The windows fogged quickly, clouded by breath and wet clothing. Mei Lan traced patterns in the condensation before wiping a circle clear. She leaned in, her forehead nearly touching the glass, green eyes fixed on the passing streets yet focused on something far beyond.

“Mei Lan attended school in Soochow. Isn’t that where you’re from, George?” Minnie asked, breaking the silence. “Last year, she transferred to Ginling. She’s an excellent student... when she wants to be.”

The faint attempt at levity went unanswered. Mei Lan remained at the window, silent and watchful.

Then, without warning, she sprang to life.

“Stop!” she cried in Chinese, voice urgent as she began cranking down her window. The grinding mechanism filled the car with a tense metallic groan. “Ming... Ming!”

Fitch caught sight of the soldier in the rearview mirror. A young officer, sharply dressed, his uniform crisp despite the heat. High cheekbones, a narrow mustache, and a neatly trimmed goatee gave him a composed, modern appearance. His companions lounged nearby, passing a bottle and laughing, their cigarette smoke curling into the humid air.

Fitch’s jaw tightened. He pressed the accelerator slightly, making no move to slow down.

“Mei Lan!” Ming’s voice rang out behind them. He began to run after the car, boots pounding the gravel. The jeering laughter of his fellow soldiers followed, loud and crude.

“Stop the car! Ming!” Mei Lan leaned dangerously out the window, arm stretched behind her as if trying to pull him closer by sheer force of will. Her hair whipped in the wind. “I live at Ginling School!” she shouted in Chinese, her voice threading defiance with longing.

“Mei Lan! That’s no way for a lady to behave!” Minnie’s voice cracked like a cane, edged with real concern. The world might be changing, but some boundaries still need keeping—perhaps now more than ever.

Ming’s figure shrank in the dust behind them. His form blurred, slowly swallowed by the city, just another uniform in a place overflowing with them. The soldiers’ laughter faded, replaced by the steady hum of tires on gravel.

When Mei Lan finally turned back around, her anger filled the cramped interior. The silence now felt charged, a storm held in by the car’s thin walls. Her green eyes blazed with something fierce and unspoken. The faint scent of jasmine clung to her damp hair, a discordant trace of beauty lingering in the tension-heavy space.

Fitch felt compelled to speak, though he knew his words might find no welcome.

“You have to be careful around soldiers... especially during war.” His voice was soft but steady, carrying the weight of experience and genuine concern.

Mei Lan said nothing. Her silence filled the car, thick with tension, mirroring the city around them—a place where personal desire and public duty were slipping out of alignment, where the old rules of society strained under the weight of encroaching violence.

The morning’s air raid had left more than physical damage. It had struck at the soul of the city. As Fitch guided the station wagon through Nanking’s crowded streets, he glanced at his passengers and wondered if any of them—himself included—were truly prepared for what had now begun.
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September 21, 1937

The afternoon sun cast long shadows through Nanking University’s administration building as Fitch hurried down corridors that felt unnaturally still. Six weeks had passed since the siege of Shanghai began, and the university’s usual bustle had dwindled to scattered footsteps and hushed conversations. Half the student body had already fled south with their families.

Founded in 1902 as Sanjiang Normal School, the institution had become a symbol of China’s modernization—its mission rooted in a delicate partnership between Chinese reformers and Western missionaries. The university was a crucible where Eastern tradition and Western learning were meant to shape a new China. Its faculty, a mix of Chinese scholars and foreign educators, had helped build one of the nation’s premier academic institutions. Now, its echoing lecture halls whispered only uncertainty.

Fitch paused outside the meeting room, catching his reflection in the polished brass handle. His wrinkled shirt and loosened tie betrayed too many sleepless nights spent monitoring war reports crackling over the radio. Inside, he could hear familiar voices—Bates, with his deliberate academic cadence; Mills, his soft Southern drawl; the quiet scratch of pens on paper.

The hinges gave a soft creak as he pushed the door open and stepped into a room that felt like a relic of better times. Dark wooden paneling lined the walls, swallowing the late-afternoon light and casting deep shadows in the corners. More than a dozen men—all American—sat around a vast mahogany conference table that dominated the room. Their formal suits made Fitch’s open collar feel almost out of place, though none of them paid much mind to appearances anymore.

At the head of the table sat Professor Miner Bates, his pipe curling cherry-scented smoke toward the ceiling. At fifty-eight, he had spent fifteen years documenting China’s shifting political landscape. His wife had already returned to San Francisco. He nodded as Fitch entered, a brief gesture of recognition heavy with mutual understanding.

“Ah, George. Now we can begin.” Bates gestured to Mills. “Reverend.”

Reverend Mills rose, his lanky frame reminiscent of a clean-shaven Abraham Lincoln. At sixty-two, the Southern Presbyterian had buried two children in Chinese soil and had no intention of abandoning his third home. His soft Southern drawl filled the quiet room.

“As y’all know, the Japanese have surrounded Shanghai, and it’s unlikely the Chinese will hold out much longer.”

“But they’ve held six weeks already,” Fitch interjected.
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