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Bitter Pill




April 1895 

Hong Kong

I paint mortality.

The dagger draws shades of red from my victim’s flesh, and my art flows across the floor or ground for its canvas.

Death is a beautiful release.

Immortality… That is the bitter pill.
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Mountains of Tai Po, north of Hong Kong

I’m chasing my shadow through the mountain’s caverns.

“Yu, wait!” Frederick is falling behind. The artificial light from his torch, aimed at my back, is the only light we brought with us. Nothing looks familiar, not even my silhouette distorted against the rocky walls and floor.

I can’t wait for him. He needs to move faster. Chung-Li is getting away, ahead of us, into the spider web of the mountain’s ancient passages.

Chung-Li changed. I saw it, and I still don’t believe it.

My throat is dry. An ache is building beneath my skull, a storm of cold truth colliding with hot denial. Sweat coats me like melted ice. Even as my hand grabs the wall to steady my body, I push forward. I can’t stop.

Chung-Li holds the secrets I need. I don’t even know how to force the truth from him. Death is my weapon, but he cannot die.

Frederick’s shouts grow more desperate as he falls further behind. Then his light exposes my prey, the beam reflecting off tiny, red eyes. The white ball of fur is topped with long ears and its large paws propel him back out of the light.

My scream, raw and desperate, terrifies me. I’ve never granted fear any time within my 23 years of life, but if that rabbit that was once a man gets away from me, then my life will be finished, because my life will never end.
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An undetermined location above mainland China

Papa knew how to kill. That’s what brought him to Hong Kong in 1867.

Knowing how to kill granted me passage to London a decade ago, after he died.

Now, I’m flying back to my personal hell. My pale-skinned handler Shilling said this assignment came straight from Doctor Sound. His name’s not Shilling, of course. I’ve no need for his real name. I call the foul-mouthed fool Shilling because he gives me money. In return, I kill people who become inconvenient. When Shilling told me the Imperialists wanted me to go to Hong Kong, I demanded twice my usual fee.

I should have asked for more.

I’ve killed 126 people, all but one for pay. None of them made me cry, nor denied me sleep. The first thing I ever killed was an ox. I held the knife, and Papa held my hand. Blood gushed from its throat and coated my forearm. Papa kissed the center of my forehead and wiped the tears from my eyes with the cuff of his sleeve. He painted my lips red with the beast’s blood and said I was now a woman.

Killing never troubles me, but four straight days on board a military zeppelin may have chipped at my sanity a bit. I’ve started pacing in this dark cabin like a tiny koi swimming laps in its bowl.

The clouds have dropped to hug this flying whale. I cannot see green grass or red rocks. Somehow, not seeing the ground makes me even more fearful that this behemoth will fall.

An unnatural ache throbs within my mind, drifting against my will to childhood memories in Hong Kong. The closer this ship comes to the place of my birth, the worse it gets.

My hands need something to do. Never has my handler given me an assignment without at least a name or title of my intended. I’m tempted to make Shilling my 127th kill, no fee required.
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Docking atop the police tower in downtown, I see a city I do not recognize. Ten years have passed, and the dark nights have fled this place. Electricity flows like a river of light through every street. People walk and play at an hour when they would have once slept.

A horse-drawn carriage pulls up to the front steps of the police station and reminds me of my new home in London. The old man on the right horse wears goggles with yellow lenses. They help him see better in the dark.

I wish his mechanical beasts also wore something to hide their large, copper eyes. They never blink. They remain fixed on a life they can no longer discern as one day followed by another. What does time mean to a machine that can be turned on or off at its master’s whim?

In London, they describe these horses as “improved.” Their legs are a mockery of life made from gears and metal plates. These economical alternatives require neither food nor love, only a mechanic. Hundreds of these cabs trot along London’s streets, albeit with the metal parts covered in fake coats of hair, but they are still new here with the mechanics exposed.

I hope this is not my ride, but then the carriage door swings open. A man a few years older than me wearing a top hat hangs out like a carnival barker without a circus. His long blond hair spills down in his face, partially obscuring his eyes. “Ah, you must be the Jade Dagger.”

I glare at him. “You are late.”

He rolls his eyes. “Oh, one of those types. Come along.” He disappears back into the carriage and leaves the door open for me to climb in.

The carriage carries a third passenger, an open bottle of mijiu. The scent of cheap, rice wine wafts from the back of the carriage where the Englishman lounges. I sit across from him.

He pounds the ceiling with the top of his golden-tipped cane. “Take us to Doctor Manson’s house!” When the carriage doesn’t move, he sticks his head out the window and shouts the request again, this time speaking it in exaggerated Mandarin.

The carriage jerks forward. The synchronized clip clop of the horses discomforts me almost as much as this smiling fool. He reeks of weakness, falling far short of my expectations. I refuse to look at him, staring out at a street I once knew.

“So,” he says, “I hope you’re eager for a good hunt.”

“Just tell me who I’m here to kill.”

“Well, I’ll be sure to let you know if I find someone who requires killing.”

The way he says this makes me realize why Shilling was vague. I’ve not been sent here to paint mortality. They are paying me to accompany this fool through a place I hate.

“I’m Frederick Talbot, a hired hand in the dark in His Majesty’s Service, same as you.”

I take in his suit which doesn’t quite fit, and wonder if its original owner is still alive. He is not the gentleman he pretends to be, and he believes that cleverness.

“We are not the same.”

Frederick laughs and points at me with his cane. “Well, you have some much lovelier parts. I’ll not argue that.”

I might have to sleep with this man. While I do prefer the men of the West, I can’t say that I find Frederick all that enticing. When I started killing, I was young enough to pass for a boy. These days, my body betrays me, but I’ve learned to use it to my advantage. I’ve also accepted the value of laying there and doing nothing. I’d rather let him think me a bad lay than waste my energy fending off his inelegant efforts to court me.

“You will call me Yu or Miss Sharpe. If you do not, I will find a mass grave and add you to its population.”

“You are a witty thing.” He sprawls across the back seat and closes his eyes.

“Wake me when we get there,” he says and then quickly sits up to look at me and add, “Miss Sharpe.”

I decide to watch for any mass graves, but the familiar outline of Hong Kong stirs memories I prefer left beneath the dust of time. The unwelcome company in the carriage makes it all too easy to surrender to the stream of past pains that threaten to destroy me.
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Hong Kong

My mother cries. She does not think I hear, but being a child does not make me deaf.

“No man will want her.”

Papa laughs. “You want her weak?” Even after more than a decade in Hong Kong, he doesn’t understand these people.

He is teaching me to hunt. Today, I tracked a fox through the forests. Father pierced its heart with an arrow. I am eager to learn the bow and arrow, too.

A boy laughed at me on the street this morning. He called me a dog without fur, because my face was dirty. I broke his nose.

While Papa and I were gone, the boy’s father came to our house and complained. Mother cries. Papa laughs.

“She taught the boy a lesson.” Papa is cleaning his gun. He’s going to show me how to care for guns, too. “Even the noisiest monkey knows to shut its maw if it can’t win a fight.”

I giggle into the palm of my hand, since I’m supposed to be asleep.

“Our daughter will never find a husband.” Mother reminds me of the boy. She will plea, but she doesn’t know how to give her words any strength. This place has taught her to serve and suffer. “She will starve to death.”

I think father knows he will die young. Mother would have starved without him. She will die beside him. I will never go hungry, because he is showing me how to survive.
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