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For my parents, who told the stories I needed to write this book.










Eyes, look your last!


Arms, take your last embrace! and, lips, O you


The doors of breath, seal with a righteous kiss


A dateless bargain to engrossing death!


 —Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet










One 


January 1927


The New Year in Shanghai passed with such fanfare that a sense of party still permeated the city a week later. It was the way the people moved about—the extra bounce in their toes and the twinkle in their eye as they leaned over the seats of the Grand Theatre to whisper to their companion. It was loud jazz music audible from the cabaret across the street, the cool air of handheld bamboo fans waving about in rapid color, the smell of something fried smuggled into the viewing room despite Screen One’s strict rules. Marking the first day of the Gregorian calendar as a time for celebration was a Western matter, but the West had long stuck its roots into this city.


The madness in Shanghai was gone. The streets had been lulled back into uproarious decadence and nights that went on and on—like this one, where theatergoers could watch a picture and then saunter along the Huangpu River until sunrise. After all, there was no monster lurking in the waters anymore. It had been four months since the monster of Shanghai died, shot to death and left to rot on a wharf by the Bund. Now the only thing civilians needed to worry about were gangsters . . . and the increasing number of bullet-hole-ridden corpses showing up on the streets. 


Juliette Cai peered over the railing, squinting down at the ground level of Screen One. From her vantage point, she could see almost everything below, could pick out every minuscule detail among the chaos broiling under the golden light fixtures. Unfortunately, it would have been more useful if she were actually down there herself, mingling with the merchant she had been sent here for, rather than staring at him from high above. Their seats tonight were the best that she could do; the assignment had been given far too last minute for Juliette to finagle something good in the thick of the socializing sphere.


“Are you going to be pulling that face all night?”


Juliette swiveled around, narrowing her eyes at her cousin. Kathleen Lang was trailing close, her mouth set in a grimace while the people around them searched for their seats before the picture started.


“Yes,” Juliette grumbled. “I have so many better things to be doing right now.”


Kathleen rolled her eyes, then wordlessly pointed ahead, having spotted the seats marked on their tickets. The stubs in her hands were ripped poorly after the uniformed ticket boy at the door got his top hat knocked into his eyes by the crowd surging into the portico. He had hardly a moment to recover before more tickets were waved in his face, foreigners and rich Chinese alike sniffing their noses at the slow speed. In places like these, better service was expected. Ticket prices were sky-high to make the Grand Theatre an experience, what with its arched ceiling beams and wrought-iron railings, its Italian marble and delicate doorway lettering—only in English, no Chinese to be found. 


“What could possibly be more important than this?” Kathleen asked. They took their seats: the front-most row by the second-level railing, a perfect view of both the screen and all the people beneath. “Staring angrily at your bedroom wall, as you have been doing these few months?”


Juliette frowned. “I have not been doing merely that.”


“Oh, pardon me. How could I forget screaming at politicians?”


Huffing, Juliette leaned back into her seat. She crossed her arms tightly over her chest, the beads along her sleeves clinking loudly against the beads dangling from her front. Grating as the sound was, it contributed only a small fraction to the general bedlam of the theater.


“Bàba is already giving me enough grief for upsetting that Nationalist,” Juliette grumbled. She started to take inventory of the crowd below, mentally assigning names to faces and keeping track of who might notice that she was here. “Don’t you get on my case too.”


Kathleen tutted, setting her elbow onto the armrest between them. “I’m only concerned, biǎomèi.”


“Concerned about what? I’m always screaming at people.”


“Lord Cai doesn’t reprimand you often. I think that might be an indicator of—”


Juliette lurched forward. Out of sheer instinct, a gasp rose in her throat, but she refused to let it out, and instead the sound lodged itself tightly in place, an ice-cold sensation pressed up against the back of her tongue. Kathleen immediately jerked to attention too, searching the floor below for whatever it was that had drained Juliette’s face utterly of blood.


“What?” Kathleen demanded. “What is it? Do I call for backup?”


“No,” Juliette whispered, swallowing hard. The theater dimmed. Taking their cue, the ticket boys started to walk the aisles, forcing the crowd to settle for the picture. “It is only a small hiccup.” 


Her cousin’s brows were furrowed, still searching. “What is it?” Kathleen repeated.


Juliette simply pointed. She watched as Kathleen followed the direction in which she was indicating, watched as the realization set in when they were both looking at one figure pushing his way through the crowd.


“It would appear we were not the only ones sent here for a task.”


Because down on the ground level, looking like he had not a care in the world, Roma Montagov smiled and stopped in front of the merchant they were after, extending his hand for the merchant to shake. 


Juliette curled her fists tightly into her lap.


She had not seen Roma since October, since the first protests in Nanshi shook the city and set the precedent for those that were to follow when winter swept into Shanghai. She had not seen his physical person, but she had felt his presence everywhere: in the corpses littered across the city with lily-white flowers clutched in their stiff hands; in the business partners disappearing out of the blue with nary a message or explanation; in the blood feud making its mark. Ever since the city caught wind of a confrontation between Roma Montagov and Tyler Cai, the blood feud had shot back into its most terrible heights. Neither gang needed to worry about their numbers being picked off by the madness anymore. Instead their thoughts circled retribution, and honor, and as different mouths ran different accounts of what had happened between the inner circles of the Scarlet Gang and the White Flowers that day, the only definitive truths that came out were this: in a tiny hospital along the edges of Shanghai, Roma Montagov had shot at Tyler Cai, and to protect her cousin, Juliette Cai had killed Marshall Seo in cold blood.


Now both sides were vengeful. Now the White Flowers were pressing down on the Scarlet Gang with a renewed urgency, and the Scarlet Gang were fighting back just as hard. They had to. No matter how carefully the Scarlets cooperated with the Nationalists, every single person in this city could feel something shifting, could see the gatherings grow larger and larger each time the Communists attempted a strike. The political landscape was soon to change, soon to swallow up this way of lawlessness, and for both gangs currently ruling this city with an iron fist, it was either to be violent now and secure their holdings, or regret it later should a greater power swoop in when there was no way to win territory back.


“Juliette,” Kathleen said softly. Her cousin’s eyes shifted back and forth between her and Roma. “What happened between you two?”


Juliette didn’t have an answer to give, just as she hadn’t had an answer all the other times she was asked this question. Kathleen deserved a better explanation, deserved to know why the city was saying Juliette had shot Marshall Seo point-blank when she had once been so friendly with him, why Roma Montagov was dropping flowers everywhere he went in mockery of the feud’s victims when he had once been so gentle with Juliette. But one more person in on the secret was one more person dragged down into the mess. One more target for Tyler’s scrutiny—one more target for Tyler’s gun.


Better to speak none of it. Better to pretend and pretend until maybe, just maybe, there came some chance to salvage the fractured state this city had fallen into.


“The picture is starting,” Juliette said in lieu of a reply.


“Juliette,” Kathleen insisted.


Juliette gritted her teeth hard. She wondered if her tone still fooled anyone. In New York, she had been so good at lying, so good at playing pretend as an utterly different person. These last months had been wearing her down until there was nothing left of her but . . . her.


“He’s not doing anything. Look, he’s taking his seat.”


Indeed, Roma appeared to be walking away from the merchant after a mere greeting, settling into an end seat two rows behind. This did not have to be a big deal. They did not need to engage in a confrontation. Juliette could quietly keep an eye on him from where she sat and make sure she approached the merchant first when intermission came. It was a surprise that she had even been sent after a merchant. The Scarlet Gang rarely chased after new clientele; they waited for clientele to come to them. But this merchant did not dabble in drugs like the rest of them. He had sailed into Shanghai last week carrying British technology—heavens knew what kind; her parents had not been specific in their briefing, save that it was some sort of weaponry and the Scarlet Gang wanted to acquire his inventory. 


If the White Flowers were trying to get in on it too, then it had to be something big. Juliette made a note to ask for details as soon as she got home.


The lights went dark. Kathleen glanced over her shoulder, fingers twisting into the loose sleeves of her coat. 


“Relax,” Juliette whispered. “What you’re about to watch came directly from its premiere in Manhattan. Quality entertainment.”


The picture started. Screen One was the largest viewing room in the whole Grand Theatre, its orchestral sound booming from all sides. Each seat was equipped with its own translation system, reading out the text that appeared alongside the silent film. The couple to Juliette’s left were wearing their earpieces, murmuring excitedly to each other as the lines filtered through in Chinese. Juliette didn’t need her earpiece, not just because she could read English, but because she wasn’t really watching the film. Her eyes, no matter how much she tried, kept wandering down.


Don’t be a fool, Juliette scolded herself. She had tipped herself into this situation at full speed. She would not regret it. It was what had needed to be done. 


But still, she couldn’t stop looking. 


It had been only three months, but Roma had changed. She already knew that, of course, from the reports that came back to her about dead gangsters with Korean characters slashed in blood beside them. From the bodies piling up farther and farther inward into Scarlet territory lines, as if the White Flowers were testing the limits they could encroach upon. It was unlikely that Roma had sought out Scarlets specifically for vengeance killings—he didn’t have it in him to go that far—but each time a conflict erupted, the message left behind was clear: This is your doing, Juliette.


It was Juliette who had escalated the feud, who had pulled the trigger on Marshall Seo and told Roma to his face that whatever happened between them had been nothing but a lie. So now all the blood left in his wake was his revenge.


He looked the part too. At some point, he had traded his dark suits for lighter colors: for a cream jacket and a golden tie, for cuff links that caught the light each time the screen flashed white. His posture was sharp, no more slouching to feign casual, no more stretching his legs long so he could slump into the chair and avoid being seen by anyone giving the room a cursory glance.


Roma Montagov wasn’t the heir scheming in the shadows anymore. It seemed that he was sick of the city seeing him as the one slitting throats in the dark, the one with a heart of coal and the clothing to match. 


He looked like a White Flower. He looked like his father.


A flash of movement blurred in Juliette’s peripheral vision. She blinked, pulling her gaze away from Roma and searching the seats across his aisle. For a moment, she was certain she had merely been mistaken, that perhaps a lock of hair had come undone from her front curl and fallen into her eyes. Then the screen flashed white again as a shrieking train derailed in the Wild West, and Juliette saw the figure in the audience rise. 


The man’s face was cast in shadow, but the gun in his hand was very, very illuminated. 


And it was pointed right at the merchant in the front row, who Juliette still needed to speak to.


“Absolutely not,” she muttered angrily, reaching for the pistol strapped to her thigh.


The screen dropped into shadows, but Juliette took aim anyway. In the second before the man could act, she pulled the trigger first with a loud bang. 


Her pistol kicked. Juliette pressed back into her seat, her jaw hard as the man below dropped his weapon, his shoulder wounded. Her gunshot had hardly drawn any notice, not when there was a shoot-out going on in the picture, too, drowning out the scream coming from the man’s mouth and covering up the smoke wafting from the barrel of her pistol. Though the picture had no dialogue sound, the orchestral backing track had an uproarious cymbal banging in the background, and the theatergoers all assumed the gunshot a product of the film.


All except for Roma, who immediately swiveled around and looked up, eyes searching for the source of the gunshot.


And he found it.


Their gazes locked, the click of mutual recognition so forceful that Juliette felt a physical shift in her spine, like her body was finally righting itself into alignment after months out of configuration. She was frozen, breath caught in her throat, eyes pulled wide.


Until Roma reached into his jacket pocket and drew his gun, and Juliette had no choice but to jolt herself out of her daze. Instead of combating the would-be assassin, he had decided to shoot at her.


Three bullets whizzed by her ear. Gasping, Juliette struck the floor, her knees grazing the carpet hard as she threw herself down. The couple to her left started screaming. 


The theatergoers had realized the gunshots were not a part of the soundtrack. 


“Okay,” Juliette said under her breath. “He’s still mad at me.”


“What was that?” Kathleen demanded. Her cousin dropped quickly too, using the railing of the second level for cover. “Did you shoot into the seats? Was that Roma Montagov shooting back?”


Juliette grimaced. “Yes.”


It sounded like a stampede was starting on the floor below. The people on the upper level were certainly starting to panic too, hurtling out of their seats and rushing for the exit, but the two doors on either side of the theater—marked EVEN and ODD for the seat arrangements—were rather thin, and all they managed to achieve was a bottleneck situation.


Kathleen made an indecipherable noise. “He’s not doing anything . . . he’s taking his seat!”


“Oh, don’t mock me!” Juliette hissed. 


This situation was not ideal. But she would salvage it. 


She scrambled to her feet.


“Someone was trying to shoot the merchant.” Juliette made a quick glance over the railing. She didn’t see Roma anymore. She did see the merchant pulling his suit jacket tightly around his middle and securing his straw hat, trying to follow the crowds out of the theater.


“Go find who it was,” Kathleen huffed. “Your father will have your head if the merchant is killed.”


“I know you’re joking,” Juliette muttered, “but you might be right.” She pressed her pistol into her cousin’s hand and took off, calling over her shoulder, “Talk to the merchant for me! Merci!” 


By now the bottleneck at the door had thinned enough that Juliette could push through, merging into the main anteroom outside the second floor of Screen One. Ladies dressed in silk qipao were screaming inconsolably at one another, and British officers were clumped together in the corner to hiss hysterics about what was going on. Juliette ignored it all, pushing and pushing to get to the stairs, to get down to the ground floor, where the merchant would be emerging.


She skidded to a stop. The main staircase was far too crowded. Her eyes darted to the side, to the maintenance stairs, and she tore the door open without a second thought, barreling right through. Juliette was familiar with this theater; it was Scarlet territory, and she had spent parts of her early childhood wandering around this building, peering into the different screening rooms when Nurse was distracted. Where the main staircase was a grandiose structure of polished flooring and arched, wooden banisters, the maintenance stairs were made of cement and void of natural light, relying on naught but a small bulb dangling at the middle landing. 


Her heels clacked loudly, turning the corner of the landing. She stopped short. 


Waiting there, by the door into the main lobby, was Roma, his gun raised. 


Juliette supposed she had grown predictable.


“You were three paces away from the merchant,” she said. She was surprised her voice remained level. Tā mā de. There was one knife strapped to her leg, but in the time it would take to reach for it, she would be giving Roma plenty of time to shoot. “You left him just to find me? I’m flattered—”


Juliette swerved with a hiss. Her cheek radiated heat, swelling from the harrowingly close contact of the bullets that flew by her head. Before Roma could think to aim again, Juliette ran the quickest survey of her options, then dove through the door behind her, surging into the storage unit.


She wasn’t trying to escape. This was a dead end, a thin room crowded with stacked chairs and cobwebs. She only needed . . .


Another bullet whizzed by her arm.


“You’re going to blow this place up,” Juliette snapped, spinning around. She had come to the very end of the storage space, her back pressed to the thick pipes that ran along the walls. “Some of these pipes carry gas—put a hole in one and the whole theater bursts into flames.”


Roma was hardly threatened. It was as if he could not hear her. His eyes were narrowed, his expression scrunched. He looked unfamiliar—properly foreign, like a boy who had pulled on a costume and hadn’t expected how well it would fit. Even under the dim lights, the gold of his clothes glimmered, as bright as the twinkling billboards outside the theater. 


Juliette wanted to scream, seeing what he had been made into. She could hardly catch her breath, and she would be lying if she said it was only because of her current physical exertion.


“Did you hear what I said?” Juliette eyed the distance between them. “Put that gun away—”


“Do you hear yourself?” Roma interrupted. In three strides, he was close enough to point his gun right in Juliette’s face. She could feel the heat of the barrel, hot steel an inch away from her skin. “You killed Marshall. You killed him, and it’s been months, and I haven’t heard a word of explanation from you—”


“There is no explanation.”


He thought her a monster. He thought she had hated him the whole time, so viciously that she would destroy everything he loved, and he had to think that if he was to keep his life. Juliette refused to drag him down just because she was weak-willed.


“I killed him because he needed to die,” Juliette said. Her arm whipped up. She twisted Roma’s gun away, letting it clatter at their feet. “Just as I will kill you. Just as I will not stop until you kill me—”


He slammed her into the pipes. 


The effort was so forceful that Juliette tasted blood inside her lip, sliced by her own sharp teeth. She stifled a gasp and then another when Roma’s hand tightened around her throat, his eyes murderous.


Juliette was not frightened. If anything, she was only resentful—not at Roma, but at herself. At wanting to lean in even while Roma was actively trying to kill her. At this distance between them that she had willingly manufactured, because they had been born into two families at war, and she would rather die at Roma’s hand than be the cause of his death.


No one else is dying to protect me. Roma had blown up a whole house of people to keep Juliette safe. Tyler and his Scarlet men would go on a rampage in the name of defending Juliette, even if they too wanted her dead. It was all one and the same. It was this city, divided by names and colors and turfs, but somehow bleeding the exact same shade of violence.


“Go on,” Juliette said with effort. 


She didn’t mean it. She knew Roma Montagov. He thought he wanted her dead, but the fact of the matter was that he never missed, and yet he had—all those bullets, embedded into the walls instead of Juliette’s head. The fact of the matter was that he had his hands around her throat and yet she could still breathe, could still inhale past the rot and the hate that his fingers tried to press into her skin.


Juliette finally reached for her blade. Just as Roma shifted forward, perhaps intent on his kill, her hand closed around the sheath beneath her dress and she pulled the weapon free, slicing down on whatever she came in contact with first. Roma hissed, releasing his hold. It was only a surface cut, but he cradled his arm to his chest, and Juliette followed close, leveling the blade to his throat. 


“This is Scarlet territory.” Her words were even, but it took everything in her to keep them that way. “You forget yourself.”


Roma grew still. He stared at her, utterly unreadable as the moment drew long—long enough that Juliette almost thought he would surrender. 


Only then Roma leaned into the blade instead, until the metal was pressed right into his neck, one hairsbreadth away from breaking skin and drawing blood.


“Then do it,” Roma hissed. He sounded angry. . . . He sounded pained. “Kill me.”


Juliette did not move. She must have hesitated for a fraction too long, because Roma’s expression morphed into a sneer.


“Why do you pause?” he taunted.


The taste of blood was still pungent inside her mouth. In a blur, Juliette flipped the blade onto its blunt end and slammed the handle to Roma’s temple. He blinked and dropped like a rock, but Juliette threw the weapon away and lunged to break his fall. As soon as her hands slid around him, she let out a small exhale of relief, stopping Roma just before his head could hit the hard floor. 


Juliette sighed. In her arms, he felt so solid, more real than ever. His safety was an abstract concept when he was at a distance, far from the threats that her Scarlets posed to him. But here, with his pulse thudding through his chest and beating an even rhythm onto hers, he was just a boy, just a bloody, beating heart that could be cut out at any moment by any blade sharp enough.


“Why do you pause?” Juliette mimicked bitterly. Softly, she set him down, brushing his mussed hair out of his face. “Because even if you hate me, Roma Montagov, I still love you.”










Two


Roma felt the prodding sensation on his shoulder first. Then the stiffness in his bones. Then the terrible, terrible pain shooting through his head.


“Christ,” he hissed, jerking awake. As soon as his vision cleared, he sighted the black boot responsible for the prodding, attached to the last person he wanted to encounter while slumped on the floor.


“What the hell happened?” Dimitri Voronin demanded, his arms crossed over his chest. Behind him stood three other White Flowers. They were inspecting the storage unit with particular attention, eyeing the bullet holes studded into the walls. 


“Juliette Cai happened,” Roma muttered, hobbling to his feet. “She knocked me out.”


“It looks like you’re lucky she didn’t kill you,” Dimitri said. He smacked his hand on the wall, rubbing charred grit and dust onto his palm. Roma didn’t bother saying that all those bullets were his. It was not as if Dimitri were actually here to help. He had probably gathered his reinforcements as soon as he heard about the Grand Theatre rocking with gunshots, frantic to be where the chaos was. Dimitri Voronin had been everywhere these few months, ever since he missed the showdown at the hospital and had to piece together afterward what had gone on between the White Flowers and the Scarlet Gang, like everyone else. Dimitri Voronin would not be left out of the next big showdown. At the sound of any disturbance in the city—no matter how slight—so long as it involved the blood feud, he was now the first on the scene. 


“What are you doing here?” Roma asked. He touched his cheek, wincing at the bruising that had spread. “My father sent me.”


“Yes, well, that was not a great decision, was it? We saw the merchant outside having a nice chat with Kathleen Lang.”


Roma bit back his curse. He wanted to spit it to the ground, but Dimitri was watching, so he only turned away, picking up his fallen pistol. “No matter. Tomorrow is a new day. It’s time to go.”


“You will give up like that?”


“This is Scarlet—”


A whistle blew outside, echoing up and down the maintenance stairs. This time Roma did curse aloud, tucking his pistol away before the garde municipale barged into the storage unit, their batons out. For whatever reason, the enforcement saw the White Flowers and decided to direct their attention to Dimitri, eyes pinned on his weapons.


“Lâche le pistolet,” the man at the front demanded. His belt glinted, metal handcuffs catching the low light. “Lâche-moi ça et lève les mains.”


Dimitri did not do as he was told, did not drop the gun dangling casually in his grip nor put his hands up. His refusal seemed to be insolence, but Roma knew better. Dimitri did not speak French.


“You don’t control us,” Dimitri snapped in Russian. “So why don’t you go on and—”


“Ça va maintenant,” Roma interrupted. “J’ai entendu une dispute dehors du théâtre. Allez l’investiguer.”


The garde municipale officers narrowed their eyes, unsure if they should follow Roma’s instruction—if there was truly an incident outside to tend to or if Roma was only making up lies. It was indeed a lie, but Roma only had to snap “Go!” again and the garde municipale scattered. 


That was who he had worked so hard to turn into. That was who he was doing everything in his power to stay as. Someone who was listened to even when the officers were Scarlets. 


“Impressive,” Dimitri said when it was just the White Flowers again. “Really, Roma, it is most—”


“Shut up,” Roma snapped. The effect was immediate. He wished he could feel some satisfaction at the red that rose up Dimitri’s neck, at the amused smirking from the men that Dimitri had brought along, but all he felt was empty. “Next time don’t come prancing into foreign-controlled territory if you don’t know how to deal with the foreigners.”


Roma marched out, overly aggressive in his stride as he took the maintenance stairs back down to the ground floor. It was hard to say what exactly had him this worked up; there was so much boiling beneath his skin—the merchant slipping away, the strange assassin in the stalls, Juliette being here.


Juliette. He stomped extra hard coming out of the theater, squinting up at the gray clouds. A jolt of pain came from his arm then, and his hand flew to the cut that Juliette had made, thinking he would find a clump of blood, as rancid and dead as his feelings for her. Instead, as he rolled his sleeve up gingerly, his fingers came upon only smooth fabric.


With a start, Roma stopped at the side of the pavement. He peered at his arm. It had been finely wrapped, secured with a bow.


“Is this silk?” he muttered, frowning. It looked like silk. It looked like the silk of Juliette’s dress, torn from the hem, but why would she do that?


A horn blew from the road, drawing his attention. The car idling there flashed its headlights, before the chauffeur at the driver’s seat stuck his arm out and waved at Roma. Roma remained unmoving, his brow furrowed. 


“Mr. Montagov!” the White Flower finally hollered after a long minute. “Can we go yet?”


Roma sighed, hurrying to the car.


There were twenty-two vases scattered around the Cai mansion, all of them filled with red roses. Juliette reached out to cup one bud in her palm, her finger sliding along the delicate petal’s edge. Nightfall had long passed outside. The hour was late enough that most of the servants had gone to sleep, shuffling to their rooms in their nightgowns, bidding Juliette a good rest when they passed her in the hallway. She figured they had spoken only because it would have been strange not to acknowledge the Scarlet heir lying on the floor, arms splayed and legs propped upright on the walls as she waited outside her father’s office. The last servant had bidden her well more than half an hour ago. Since then she had stood up and started pacing, much to Kathleen’s annoyance. Her cousin had remained seated primly on an actual chair the whole time, a folder waiting on her lap.


“What could they possibly be talking about?” Juliette grumbled, releasing the rose in her hand. “It’s been hours. Move it to another day—”


Lord Cai’s office door finally opened, revealing a Nationalist taking his leave. Months ago, Juliette would have been curious about the meeting, would have asked for a briefing. Now the sight of Nationalists coming and going in this house was so common that she hardly cared. It was always the same—squash the Communists, whatever the cost. Riddle them with bullets, break up their labor unions: the Nationalists didn’t mind how the Scarlets did it, so long as they achieved their objectives.


The Nationalist hovered at the doorway, then turned back, as if he had one more thing he forgot to say. Juliette narrowed her eyes. The sight of Nationalists had grown familiar to her, true, but this one . . . There were stars and badges galore decorating his uniform. A general, perhaps. 


Testing her limits, Juliette held out her hand for Kathleen to take. Kathleen, albeit confused, accepted and picked up her folder, both of them walking toward the Nationalist.


“No more warlords.” The Nationalist flicked an imaginary piece of lint off his military uniform. “And no more foreigners. We enter a new world, and whether the Scarlet Gang enters with us is a matter of loyalty—”


“Yes, yes,” Juliette interrupted, squeezing past him and pulling Kathleen along. “Blessed be the Kuomintang, wàn suì wàn suì wàn wàn suì . . .” She started to push at the door.


“Juliette,” Lord Cai snapped. 


Juliette stopped. A glint had entered her eye. The same sort that came about when the cooks brought out her favorite meal. The same sort when she spotted a diamond necklace she wanted in the window of a department store.


“Present and reporting,” she said.


Lord Cai leaned back in his large chair, folding his hands over his stomach. “Apologize, please.”


Juliette bobbed an unbothered curtsy. When she looked at the Nationalist, he was observing her carefully, but it was not the leer of men on the streets. It was something far more strategic.


“Please accept my apologies. I trust you can find your way to the door?”


The Nationalist tipped his hat. Though he offered her a smile, as was polite, the expression stopped entirely before reaching his eyes, merely crinkling his crow’s feet without any sign of warmth.


“Of course. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Cai.”


He had not been introduced to her, so they had not made an acquaintance at all. Juliette did not say this; she merely closed the door, then rolled her eyes in Kathleen’s direction.


“So tiresome. When you’re on your way out, then leave.”


“Juliette,” Lord Cai said again, with less bite now that the Nationalist was no longer present for Juliette to be a pest in front of. “That was Shu Yang. General Shu. Do you know who he is? Have you been following the papers and the advancement of the Northern Expedition at all?”


Juliette winced. “Bàba,” she started. She dropped into a seat opposite her father’s desk. Kathleen silently followed suit. “The Northern Expedition is so terribly boring—”


“It will determine the fate of our country—”


“Okay, fine, fine—the reports are so boring. General so-and-so took this segment of land. Army division so-and-so moved this far up. I practically cry in excitement when you send me to strangle someone instead.” Juliette clasped her hands together. “Please, just let me do the strangling.” 


Her father shook his head, not bothering to entertain her theatrics. His eyes only swiveled toward the door thoughtfully. 


“Pay attention to this,” Lord Cai said slowly. “The Kuomintang is changing shape. Heaven knows they are no longer pretending to cooperate with the Communists. We can afford carelessness no longer.” 


Juliette thinned her lips but did not get smart with her response. Revolution was coming; she couldn’t deny that. The Northern Expedition, that was what they called it: Nationalist troops marching north through the country, fighting the warlords that ruled regions and fragments, seizing territories in an attempt to piece China back together. Shanghai would be the stronghold, the last piece before the current poor excuse of a national government was utterly ousted, and when the armies came, there were no warlords here to defeat. . . . There were only gangs and foreigners.


So the Scarlet Gang needed to get on the right side before they arrived.


“Of course,” Juliette said. “Now—” She gestured for Kathleen to go on. Almost hesitantly, her cousin leaned toward Lord Cai’s desk, gingerly passing the folder in her hands. 


“You were successful?” Lord Cai asked, still speaking to Juliette even as he took the folder from Kathleen.


“You’d better frame that contract,” Juliette replied. “Kathleen almost got in a fistfight for it.”


Kathleen nudged a subtle elbow into Juliette’s side, a warning in her expression. By normal circumstances, Kathleen couldn’t look stern even if she tried, but the room’s low light helped. The miniature chandelier dangling from the ceiling was dialed to the dimmest setting, casting long shadows up against the walls. The curtains behind Lord Cai’s desk were undrawn, blowing faintly because the window was open the smallest crack. Juliette knew her father’s old tricks. In the dead of winter, as it was now, the open window kept the office chilly, kept every visitor on their toes when they took off their coat to be polite and ended up shivering. 


Juliette and Kathleen kept their coats on.


“A fistfight?” Lord Cai echoed. “Lang Selin, that’s not like you.”


“There was no fistfight, Gūfū,” Kathleen said quickly, shooting another sharp glance at Juliette, who only grinned in response. “Merely a scuffle between some people outside the Grand Theatre. I managed to extricate the merchant, and he was thankful enough that he was willing to sit down at the hotel next door for a cup of tea.”


Lord Cai nodded. While he scanned the handwritten terms, he made a few noises of approval here and there, which from a man of silence meant the business deal had lifted his mood. 


“I didn’t know the specifics on what we wanted him for,” Kathleen hurried to supply when Lord Cai closed the folder. “So the language is rather vague.”


“Oh, no bother,” Lord Cai replied. “The Kuomintang are after his weaponry. I do not know the specifics either.”


Juliette blinked. “We’re entering a business partnership where we don’t even know what we’re dealing?”


By all means, it was not any big matter. The Scarlet Gang was used to trading in human labor and drugs. One more illicit item only added an inch to what was already an infinitely long scroll, but to trust the Nationalists so wholeheartedly . . .


“And on that matter,” Juliette said suddenly, before her father could answer her question, “Bàba, there was an assassin after the merchant.”


Lord Cai did not react for a long moment, which meant he had already heard. Of course he had. Juliette may have had to wait hours before she could see her own father, slotted at the bottom of a waiting list filled with Nationalists and foreigners and businessmen, but messengers could come and go at a whim, slinking into the office and whispering a quick report into Lord Cai’s ear. 


“Yes,” he finally said. “It was likely a White Flower.”


“No.”


Lord Cai frowned, his gaze darting up. Juliette had jumped in with her disagreement rather quickly and empathetically.


“There was . . . a White Flower present who was also trying to make an acquaintance with the merchant,” Juliette explained. Her eyes darted to the window unwittingly, eyeing the golden lamps humming in the gardens below. Their light made the rosebushes glow with warmth, a far cry from the real biting temperature at this time of night. “Roma Montagov.”


Her eyes flicked back, swallowing hard. If her father had been paying attention, the speed at which she sought his reaction would have given away her guilt immediately, but her father was gazing off into space. 


Juliette let out her exhale slowly. 


“A curious matter on why the White Flower heir was after the merchant too,” Lord Cai muttered, half to himself. He waved his hand then. “Nevertheless, we need not worry about an amateur assassin. Likely a Communist, or any faction opposing the Nationalist Army. We’ll have Scarlet men protect the merchant from now onward. No one would dare another attempt.”


He sounded certain. Still, Juliette chewed her lip, not so convinced. A few months ago, perhaps no one would dare upset the Scarlets. But today?


“Has there been another letter?”


Lord Cai sighed, lacing his fingers together. He said, “Selin, you must be tired.”


“It is my bedtime, yes,” Kathleen replied easily, taking the cue to leave. She was out in seconds, the office door closing behind her before Juliette could say good night. Her father must know that she would merely fill Kathleen in afterward about what was going on. She supposed it made him feel better to think the rest of the family wasn’t getting involved in this, that the fewer people knew, the less likely it was to explode into a troublesome matter.


“The blackmailer strikes again,” Lord Cai said, finally retrieving an envelope from his desk drawer and passing it to Juliette. “The largest sum yet.”


Juliette reached forward, first examining not the letter inside but the envelope itself. It was the same each time. Utterly plain and remarkable, save for one detail: they were all postmarked from the French Concession.


“Tiān nǎ,” she breathed, pulling out the letter and reading its contents. A truly outrageous amount. But they had to send it. They had to.


She tossed the letter back onto her father’s desk, letting out a tight breath. Back in October, she thought she had killed the monster of Shanghai. She had shot Qi Ren, watched as the bullet studded into his heart and the old man seemed to crumple in relief, freed from the curse that Paul Dexter had set on him. His throat had split open and the mother insect had flown out, landing on the wharf of the Bund with finality.


Then Kathleen found Paul Dexter’s letter—


In the event of my death, release them all.


—and the screaming followed immediately. Juliette had never run faster. All the worst-case scenarios flashed through her mind: five, ten, fifty monsters, ravaging the streets of Shanghai. Each and every one of them a starting point of infection, their insects flying from civilian to civilian until the whole city was dead in the gutters, throats torn to shreds and hands bloody to the wrist. Instead, Juliette found only one dead man—a beggar, by the looks of him—slumped up against the exterior of a police bureau. The screaming had been the shopper who’d spotted him, and by the time Juliette arrived, the small, panicked crowd had already dispersed, wanting to avoid interrogation if the Scarlet Gang became involved. 


Dead men on the streets of Shanghai were as common as starving men, desperate men, violent men. But this one had been murdered, his throat slit right down the middle, and next to him, pinned to the wall with the bloody knife that did it, was the insect that had flown out of Qi Ren.


To any other observer, or to the police detective who would later examine the scene, it was nonsensical. To Juliette, the message was clear. Someone was out there, holding on to the other insects that Paul Dexter created. They knew what the insects did and the damage they could wreak if released.


The first blackmail letter, demanding a sum of money in exchange for the city’s safety, came a week later. They had been coming ever since.


“Your thoughts, daughter?” Lord Cai said now, his arms relaxed on either side of his chair. He was watching Juliette carefully, cataloging her reaction to the demand. He asked for her thoughts, but it was plain that her father had already made up his mind. This was merely a test to ensure that Juliette’s judgment aligned with the correct course of action. To ensure that she was a good heir, fit for leading the Scarlet Gang.


“Send it,” Juliette replied, swallowing the tremor in her voice before it could escape. “Until our spies figure out where the hell these letters are coming from and I can put the blackmailer six feet underground, we keep them happy.”


Lord Cai remained quiet for a second, then another. He reached for the letter, let it dangle between his fingers. 


“Very well,” her father said. “We send it.”


Alisa had fallen back into her old habits, eavesdropping in the rafters. She was crammed inside that ceiling space above her father’s office again, having crawled down from a broken crevasse between the drywall in the sitting room of the third floor. 


“Ouch,” she muttered, moving the weight of her body off her knee. Either she had grown taller in these last few months, or she still wasn’t fully recovered from lying in a coma for weeks. She used to be able to squeeze herself small enough that she could squirm along these rafters, then drop into the hallway outside her father’s office when she wanted to leave. Now her limbs felt awkward, too stiff. She tried to lean down, but her balance tilted immediately. 


“Shit,” Alisa whispered, gripping the rafter hard. She was thirteen now. She was allowed to curse. 


Below, her father was deep in discussion with Dimitri: him behind his desk, Dimitri seated with his feet up. Their voices, unfortunately, were soft. But Alisa had sharp hearing.


“Curious, is it not?” Lord Montagov asked. He had something in his hands—perhaps a notecard, perhaps an invitation. “No threat, nor violent action. Merely a demand for a sum of money.”


“My lord,” Dimitri said evenly. “If I may, I would argue that the message is rather threatening.”


Lord Montagov scoffed. “What? This old line?” He flipped the paper over, and Alisa confirmed that it was indeed a notecard—thick and cream-colored. Expensive. “Pay up, or the monster of Shanghai resurrects. It is tomfoolery. Roma destroyed that wretched monster.”


Alisa swore she saw Dimitri’s jaw twitch. 


“I hear that the Scarlets have already received multiple threats, starting from months prior,” Dimitri insisted. “They have paid the amount demanded each time.”


“Ha!” Lord Montagov turned toward his window, opting to observe the street below. “How are we to know it is not the Scarlets pulling this, a scheme to loosen the gold in our pockets?”


“It is not,” Dimitri replied surely. A beat passed. Then he added, “My source reports that Lord Cai believes the threat to be real.”


“Interesting,” Lord Montagov said. 


“Interesting,” Alisa echoed up in the rafters, so quietly that she was audible only to the dust motes. How would Dimitri know what Lord Cai believed?


“Then the Scarlet Gang are merely made up of fools, which we have known all along.” Lord Montagov threw the card to the floor. “Forget it. We are not paying an anonymous blackmailer. Let them do their worst.”


“I—”


“It is marked from the French Concession,” Lord Montagov interrupted, before Dimitri could get another word in edgewise. “What are the French to do? Will they walk themselves here and intimidate us in their ironed suits?”


Dimitri had no further leeway to argue. He merely leaned back into his seat, lips pursed, thinking for a long moment. 


“Indeed,” he said eventually. “Whatever you believe to be correct, then.”


The conversation turned to the White Flower clientele lists, and Alisa frowned, wriggling along the rafter. Once she was far enough from her father’s office not to be overhead, she slowly eased herself down a thin gap in the wall to emerge in the hallway. This house was a Frankenstein-esque experiment in architecture: multiple apartment blocks mashed together with barely finished stitching. There were so many nooks and crannies above and below various rooms that Alisa was surprised only she alone used them to get from place to place. At the very least, she was surprised no White Flower had accidentally pressed up too close to a wall and fallen through the floorboards when they trod upon a loose tiling. 


Alisa started up the main stairs, taking them two at a time in her hurry. The plain necklace dangling at her clavicle jumped up and down with each of her hard steps, cool against her flushed skin. 


“Benedikt!” Alisa exclaimed, coming to a stop on the fourth floor. 


Her cousin hardly paused. He pretended not see her, which was ridiculous because he was walking right for the staircase, and Alisa was still standing at the head of it. Benedikt Montagov was a wholly different person these days, all gloom and dark frowns. He may not have been the happiest person a few months ago, either, but he lacked a certain light in his eyes now that made him seem like a complete marionette, moving through the world at command. Mourning periods in this city were often short affairs. They came in rapid succession, like cinema showings ushered in and out of the theater to make room for the new. 


Benedikt was not only in mourning. He was half-dead himself.


“Benedikt,” Alisa tried again. She stepped in his path so he couldn’t wind past her. “There are honey cakes downstairs. You like honey cakes, right?”


“Let me through, Alisa,” he said. 


Alisa stood firm. “It is only that I haven’t really seen you eat, and I know you no longer live here so maybe it occurs outside of my sight, but the human body needs nourishment or else—”


“Alisa!” Benedikt snapped. “Get out of my way.”


“But—”


“Now!”


A door flew open. “Don’t yell at my sister.” 


Roma was calm when he stepped into the hallway, hands behind his back like he had been patiently waiting at his door. Benedikt made a noise deep in his throat; he spun to face Roma with such menace that Alisa would have thought the two to be enemies, not cousins of the same blood.


“Don’t tell me what to do,” Benedikt said. “But wait—you seem to only have something to say when it doesn’t matter, don’t you?”


Roma’s hand jerked up to his hair on instinct before his fingers halted an inch away from his newfound style, unwilling to mess up the gel and the effort. Roma had not broken as Benedikt had, had not shattered into a thousand sharp pieces to cut anybody who got too close . . . only because Roma Montagov had swallowed it all inward instead. Now Alisa looked at her older brother—her only brother—and it was like he was being corrupted from the inside out, turning into this boy who wore his hair like a foreigner, who acted like Dimitri Voronin. Each time their father lavished praise on him, clapping his shoulder solidly, Alisa flinched, knowing it was because another dead Scarlet had been discovered on the streets with scrawls of vengeance beside the body.


“That’s unfair,” Roma said plainly. He had little else to counter.


“Whatever,” Benedikt muttered, pushing past Alisa. She stumbled ever so slightly, and Roma rushed forward, calling after their cousin, refusing to let him have the last word. But Benedikt did not so much as glance back while he took the stairs down. His footsteps were already thudding along the second floor by the time Roma neared Alisa and took her elbow.


“Benedikt Ivanovich Montagov,” Roma yelled down. “You—”


His frustrated insult was drowned out by the slam of the front door.


Silence.


“I just wanted to cheer him up,” Alisa said quietly. 


Roma sighed. “I know. It’s not your fault. He’s . . . having some difficulties.”


“Because Marshall is dead.”


Alisa’s words were heavy, thick—a terrible weight sliding across her tongue. Hard truths tended to be that way, she supposed.


“Yes,” Roma managed. “Because Marshall is . . .” Her brother could not finish his sentence. He merely looked away and cleared his throat, blinking rapidly. “I must go, Alisa. Papa is expecting me.”


“Wait,” Alisa said, her hand snaking out and snatching the back of Roma’s suit jacket before he could start down the stairs. “I heard Papa’s meeting with Dimitri. He—” Alisa looked around, making sure no one else was nearby. She lowered her voice further. “Dimitri has a mole in the Scarlet Gang. Maybe even their inner circle. He’s been siphoning information from a source direct to Lord Cai.”


Roma was shaking his head. He had started shaking his head before Alisa had even finished speaking. 


“Little good that will do us now,” he said. “Be careful, Alisa. Stop eavesdropping on Dimitri.”


Alisa’s jaw slackened. As soon as Roma tried to ease his jacket out of her grip, she only tightened her hold, not letting him leave. 


“You’re not curious?” she asked. “How did Dimitri put a spy into the inner circle of the Scarlet Gang—”


“Maybe he is simply more intelligent than I am,” Roma interrupted dryly. “He knows how to sight when someone is a liar and can establish his lie first—”


Alisa stomped her feet. “Don’t mope!” she said. 


“I am not moping!”


“You mope,” Alisa insisted. She looked over her shoulder again, hearing a rustling on the third floor and waiting for whoever it was to retreat to their room before speaking again. “Another thing I thought you would want to know: Papa received a threat. Someone claims to have the ability to resurrect the monster.”


Roma lifted a single dark brow. This time, when he eased his jacket out of Alisa’s grip, she let go, seeing no point in accosting her brother any longer.


“The monster is dead, Alisa,” he said. “I’ll see you later, yes?”


Roma walked away, his saunter casual. He could have fooled anyone, in that tailored suit and cold stare. But Alisa saw his fingers tremble, saw the muscle in his jaw twitch when he bit down too hard to keep his expression steady. 


He was still her brother. He wasn’t gone entirely.










Three


One cabaret in White Flower territory is particularly loud tonight.


Business at the Podsolnukh is usually booming anyway, tables full and raucous for the antics that the showgirls pull onstage, overspilling with people and alcohol bottles and every combination of the two. The only place that may compete with its noise and vigor is the fight club next door, the one tucked underneath an otherwise unassuming bar, unknown to the city if not for the constant stream of visitors.


When the door to the Podsolnukh opens at the exact stroke of midnight, a gust of the winter wind blows in, but not a soul in the establishment feels it. Out there, when the day breaks, they are garbage collectors and beggars and gangsters, barely scraping by. In here, crammed shoulder to shoulder at every table, they are invincible so long as the jazz continues playing, so long as the lights don’t drop, so long as the night lives on and on and on. 


The visitor who entered at midnight sits down. He watches White Flowers throw coins into the air, frivolous with their unending excess, grabbing showgirls adorned in white like they are brides, not runaways from Moscow with smiles as cracked as their hands.


Everyone is here for the exact same reason. Some chance it with drunken stupor, pouring gasoline into their veins so that maybe, just maybe, something will ignight in an otherwise empty chest. Some are more roundabout, collecting and collecting and robbing drunk boys dry when they look the other way, a nimble finger dipping into a pocket and hooking out three crisp notes with her sharply filed nails. Maybe one day she can quit this place. Open her own little shop, put her name up on a sign.


Everyone in this room . . . they all want to feel something, make something, be something—be real, real, real and not just another cog driving the money and mania of this city. 


Everyone except the visitor.


He takes a sip of his drink. Huángjiǔ—nothing too strong. He eyes the showgirl coming toward him. Young—fourteen, maybe fifteen. He smooths his tie down, loosening the knot.


Then he knocks his drink over, the smell of alcohol soaking his clothes, and he changes.


The showgirl halts in her steps, her hands flying to her mouth. She is already drowsy from the shots she has taken with the patrons, and she almost thinks that she is imagining it, that she is mistaken under the low, flashing lights. But his shirt rips and then his spine grows tall, and it is no longer a man seated at the center of the Podsolnukh but a monster, hunched over and ghastly, green-blue muscles flexing at the ready.


“RUN!” the girl screams. “Chudovishche!”


It’s too late. 


The insects come: they burst from the holes studded into the monster’s back, thousands of tiny, frantic critters, crawling onto the tables, the floors, over and under one another until they find sweaty skin and screaming mouths, until they burrow into eyes and noses and hair, sinking in deep and finding a nerve. The cabaret becomes enswathed in black, an ever-moving blanket of infection, and in seconds, the first succumbs, hands flying to throats and clutching, clutching, clutching, trying to squeeze the insects out.


Nails break into skin, skin splits for muscle, muscle parts for bone. 


As soon as blood spurts from one victim, inner flesh exposed and veins pumping red, the next is already tearing before they have a moment to feel the visceral disgust that comes with being soaked in hot, sticky gore.


It takes one minute. One minute before the cabaret goes still: a battlefield of bodies on the floor, legs overlapped with awry arms. The dancing has stopped, the musicians are unmoving, but a tinny tune continues playing from a gramophone in the corner, pushing on even when not a body stirs any longer, all empty-eyed, staring blankly at the ceiling. 


The monster straightens slowly. It breathes in—a ragged, heaving suck of air. Blood soaks the floorboards, dripping through the cracks to line the ground beneath the building.


Only this time the madness does not spread. This time the insects crawl out from their burrowed skin, vacating the corpses, and rather than skittering outward in search for another host, each of them returns to the monster, recedes back whence it came. 


No longer is the madness a contagious matter. The madness strikes at will now, at the whims and mercy of whoever controls the monster. And as the monster takes in the last of its insects, it rolls its head in a slow circle, shrinking until he is merely a man again, undirtied by the scene around him, unsullied by his conscience.


Five minutes after midnight, the man walks out of the Podsolnukh.


The news spreads like wildfire. Whether Scarlet Gang or White Flower, this city holds itself upright by the power of information, and its messengers work frantically, whisper passing whisper until it reaches the ears of its rival darlings.


The Scarlet heir slams a door closed; her White Flower counterpart flings one wide open. The Cai mansion falls to a hush, frantically conferring how this could have happened. The White Flower headquarters trembles with confrontation, demands and accusations thrown over and over until finally, so loudly that the whole building shakes: “Then why didn’t you just pay the damn blackmail money?”


Soon the gangsters will all know. The shopkeepers will know. The workers will know.


The Scarlet Gang and the White Flowers have failed. They promised to rein Shanghai into order, promised that their rule, not the Communists, was the one to trust.


But now havoc is loose once more. 


“A letter has arrived,” a messenger gasps, coming to a stop outside Lord Cai’s office. 


“Found outside, by the gates,” another says elsewhere, entering through the White Flower front door.


The letters are received at once, unfolded in tandem. They reveal the same message, typed in ink, the sign-off still bleeding with black as fresh as spilled blood.


Paul Dexter only had one monster. I have five. Do as I say, or everyone dies.


Roma Montagov kicks a chair. “God—”


“—dammit,” Juliette Cai finishes with a whisper, far across the city.


Paul Dexter had thought himself to be a puppeteering god commanding the city. But he knew nothing. He controlled little save for coincidences and terror. He was the hand gripping a barely controlled mass of chaos.


This time the chaos will take shape, grow jaws and sharp teeth, prowl the corners for any opportunity to attack.


And it will have this city dance on its strings.










Four


Word of the attack spread through the city so quickly that by morning it was on the lips of every servant in the house. They murmured to one another while they dusted the living room, not daring to discuss White Flower casualties with any sense of pity, but moving the volume control on the radio as high as it would go, captivated by the reports coming through.


All morning, everyone waited for the inevitable, waited to hear about rising numbers. But it didn’t come. The White Flowers of the Podsolnukh had all dropped dead like this was merely the work of an assassin, not a monster bearing contagion.


Juliette ran her blade over the flat of the bowl again. She was sharpening her knives because they were as blunt as a well-fed beast, each metallic strike echoing through the house. No one seemed particularly bothered; Rosalind was sitting in the living room, blowing on the nib of a pen while she leafed through the giant tome of a French-to-English dictionary on the table. 


“I’m not disturbing you, am I?” Juliette called over.


Her cousin glanced up briefly. “With your loud blade-whacking? Why, Juliette, who could possibly be disturbed?”


Juliette pretended to scowl. One of her great-aunts wandered in from the hallway at that moment, hovering between the kitchen and the living room, catching sight of Juliette just as she struck the bowl again. When Juliette switched quickly to a grin, the aunt only eyed Juliette with absolute apprehension before sidling into the living room and hurrying away.


“Now look what you did,” Rosalind remarked, arching a brow. The aunt’s footsteps faded up the staircase. “Your knives are already too sharp.”


“You take that back.” Juliette set her weapons down. “There is no such thing as too sharp.”


Rosalind rolled her eyes but didn’t say more, opting to resume her task. Curious now, Juliette turned the bowl right side up and walked over, peering at what Rosalind was writing.


Stock Report on Commercial and Economic Conditions in Shanghai Following Anti-British Boycott of 1925


“For your father?” Juliette asked.


Rosalind made an affirmative noise, her finger scanning down the page of the dictionary in front of her. Mr. Lang was a businessman located in the central city, delegated to handle the smaller Scarlet merchant trade that wasn’t important enough for Lord and Lady Cai but still important enough to keep within the family. For the last few years, he had quietly done his job, to the point where Juliette would downright forget Rosalind and Kathleen still had a father until he showed up to a family dinner as a reminder. It wasn’t as though Rosalind and Kathleen interacted with him often either, given their residence at the Cai house, and as far as Juliette knew, her two cousins didn’t want to reside with their grouchy father.


But he was still their father. And about a week ago, when he had proposed taking them out of the city to move into the countryside instead, Rosalind and Kathleen had hated the idea immediately.


“I’m trying to get as much of his affairs in order as possible,” Rosalind explained absently, flipping to the next page of the dictionary. “He’s using the excuse of politics to get out, but I also think he is sick of work. I will not be made to leave simply because my father won’t write up a few reports.”


Juliette squinted at the paper. “What on earth is a hog casing, and why are we exporting them to America?”


“Je sais pas,” Rosalind grumbled. “But prices dropped last February, so that’s all we care about.”


In truth, Juliette wasn’t quite sure she cared about that either. Her father certainly didn’t. That was the very reason why Mr. Lang was off chasing merchants about hog casings, and the inner circle of the Scarlet Gang busied itself with funneling opium and torturing police chiefs who wouldn’t fall into line with gangster rule.


Juliette came around the other side of the sofa, sinking in next to Rosalind. The cushions bounced up and down, cold leather squeaking against the beads of her dress. 


“Have you seen Kathleen?”


“Not since this morning,” Rosalind answered. Her tone had turned colder, but Juliette pretended not to notice. Kathleen and Rosalind kept having little fights. If it wasn’t Kathleen getting on Rosalind’s nerves, telling her to quit doing their father’s work, it was Rosalind getting on Kathleen’s nerves, telling her to quit running around with Communists when she wasn’t on a task. There was something lurking under the surface, something that Juliette suspected neither sister was telling her, but she had no business trying to push. At the end of the day, Kathleen and Rosalind couldn’t stay mad at each other for long.


“Well, if you see her before I do,” Juliette said, “let her know there’s dinner tomorrow night. At Cheng—”


The front door of the house flew open, interrupting Juliette midsentence. A commotion stirred through the house, relatives poking their heads into the hall. When it was Tyler who hobbled in, his nose bloody and his arm looped over one of his men, Juliette only rolled her eyes. He wasn’t putting any weight on his left leg. A knife wound, perhaps.


“Cai Tailei, what in heavens happened?” an aunt asked, bustling into the foyer. Behind her, a crowd of Scarlets followed, half of them Tyler’s usual men.


“No matter,” Tyler replied, grinning even while blood dripped down his face, staining the lines between his sparkling white teeth. “Only a small skirmish with a few White Flowers. Andong, send for cleanup on Lloyd Road.”


Andong ran off immediately. The Scarlets were always fast when it came to summoning others ready for dirty work.


“What were you doing picking fights on Lloyd Road?” 


Tyler’s gaze snapped in Juliette’s direction. She rose from the sofa, leaving Rosalind to her writing. Suddenly, the relatives gathering near the foyer were much more interested, heads turning back and forth between Juliette and Tyler like they were spectators in a game.


“Some of us don’t fear the foreigners, Juliette.”


“You are not showing bravery against the foreigners,” Juliette shot back, coming to a stop in front of him. “You are performing for them like a horse at the Shanghai Racecourse.”


Tyler did not rise to her bait. It was infuriating how at ease he looked, like he saw nothing wrong with the situation—with heightening the blood feud at the very center of the International Settlement, where men who knew nothing about this city governed it. The blood feud ravaged the whole city, true, but the worst of the fighting was always contained within gangster-controlled territory lines, kept out of the foreign concessions as much as they could help it. The British and the French did not need to see firsthand how wickedly the Scarlets and the White Flowers hated each other, especially now. Give them a reason—any reason—and they would try their luck with fixing the blood feud by rolling in their tanks and colonizing the land they hadn’t already taken.


“Speaking of the foreigners,” Tyler said. “There’s a visitor outside for you. I told him to wait by the gates.”


Juliette’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second before she furrowed her expression in irritation. It was too late; Tyler had already caught it, and he grinned wider, disappearing up the stairs and disappointing all the relatives who had gathered around to fawn.


“A foreign visitor?” Juliette muttered beneath her breath. She pushed to the front door and slipped out, forgoing her coat with the thought that she would quickly dismiss whoever it was. Suppressing a shiver, she hopped over the awry plant that had drooped onto the mansion footpath and trekked down the driveway to the front gates. 


Juliette stopped dead in her tracks. “Good God,” she said aloud. “I must be hallucinating.”


The visitor looked up at the sound of her voice and, from the other side of the gate, scrambled back a few steps. It wasn’t for several delayed seconds that Juliette realized the only reason Walter Dexter had reacted in such a way was because she still clutched the knife she had been sharpening.


“Oh.” She slid the knife into her sleeve. “My apologies.”


“Not to worry,” Walter Dexter replied, rather shakily. His gaze darted left and right to the Scarlets who guarded the gate. They were pretending not to notice the conversation taking place, staring straight ahead. “I hope you have been well since we last met, Miss Cai.”


Juliette almost snorted. She had been the opposite of well, in fact, and it all started with her meeting with Walter Dexter. It was almost eerie to look upon the middle-aged man now, his pallor as gray as the thick winter sky above them. She wondered briefly if she ought to invite him in, as would be the polite thing to do, so the both of them could stop shivering in the cold, but that reminded her too much of when Paul Dexter came calling on behalf of his father. It reminded her of when she had willingly let a monster into her house before she knew of the literal monster he controlled, before she put a bullet right through his forehead.


Juliette didn’t regret it. She had made a pact with herself long ago not to despair over the people she killed. Not when they were so often men who had forfeited their lives to greed or hate. Still, she saw Paul Dexter in her nightmares sometimes. It was always his eyes—that pale green stare, looking directly at her. They had been dull when she killed him.


Walter Dexter had the same eyes.


“How can I help you, Mr. Dexter?” Juliette asked. She folded her arms. There was no point keeping up small talk when it was unlikely Walter Dexter truly cared. It did not seem like he had fared well either. He had no briefcase; nor was he wearing a suit. His dress shirt was too big, the collar loose around his neck, and his pants pockets were practically fraying into threads.


“I’ve come with something of value,” Walter Dexter said, reaching into his coat. “I’d like to sell you the remains of my son’s research.”


Juliette’s pulse jumped, each thud inside her chest suddenly picking up in pace. Archibald Welch—the middleman who ran Paul’s shipments—had said that Paul burned his notebooks after making the vaccine.


“I heard that he destroyed it all,” Juliette said carefully.


“Indeed, it is likely he would have thought to discard his primary findings.” Walter pulled a bundle of papers from his coat, neatly clipped together. “But I found these in his bookshelves. It is possible they were so unimportant that he had not the idle thought to even deal with them.”


Juliette folded her arms. “So why do you think we would want them?”


“Because I heard he passed on his chaos,” Walter replied darkly. “And before you ask, I have nothing to do with any of it. I am boarding the first ship out of here tomorrow for England.” He shook his head then, an exhale rattling his lungs. “If the madness starts again, I will not remain to see how this one plays out. But I figure you, Miss Cai, may want to counter it. Make a new vaccine, protect your people against its spread.”


Juliette eyed the merchant warily. It sounded like Walter Dexter didn’t know this madness was a targeted matter, dropped on its victims like a bomb.


“He claimed to have done it for you,” Juliette said quietly. “He took you into a period of riches, but now you are here, back where you began, and your son is dead.”


“I didn’t ask for him to do it, Miss Cai,” Walter rasped. All his age shuttered down on him, weariness sagging every line and wrinkle on his face. “I didn’t even know what he was doing until he was dead and I was paying back his debts, cursing him for trying to act the savior.”


Juliette looked away. She didn't want to feel pity for Walter Dexter, but it twinged at her anyway. For whatever reason, her mind flashed to Tyler. At the heart of the matter, he and Paul were not so different, were they? Boys who tried to do the best for the people they cared about, not concerned for the collateral damage they might wreak in the process. The difference was that Paul had been given real power—Paul had been given a whole system that bowed at his feet—and that made him so much more dangerous than Tyler could ever be.


Slowly, Walter Dexter extended his arm through two of the bars in the gate. He almost looked like an animal at the zoo, foolishly reaching out in hopes of some food. Or perhaps Juliette was the animal inside the cage, taking poison being fed to her.


“Take a look and see if it may be useful,” Walter Dexter said, clearing his throat. “My starting price is written at the top left corner of the first page.”


Juliette received the papers, then unfolded the dog-eared corner, revealing the price. She lifted her brows. “I could buy a house with that amount.”


Walter shrugged. “Buy it or not,” he said simply. “It is not my city that is soon to suffer.”










Five


By all technicalities, Benedikt Montagov was grocery shopping. In reality, he was more or less collecting items to destroy, trading money for fresh pears, then taking one bite before squeezing the rest into oblivion, throwing the mushed core onto the pavement. 


Benedikt was a terrible cook. He burned eggs and underprepared meat. In the first month, he attempted it at least, resolute not to waste away like a pathetic ghoul of a person. Then, as if a shutter had come down, he couldn’t step into the kitchen at all. Every meal he made was one that Marshall hadn’t. Every flicker of the gas, every puddle growing by the sink—the more that Benedikt took notice of the space that Marshall had once constantly lounged around, the emptier it grew. 


It was bizarre that that was what had broken the dam, pushing through every wall Benedikt had put up to suppress his mourning. Not the absence of sound in the morning, not the absence of movement by his side. One day he had been operating in numbness, shoving aside the art supplies abandoned on the floor and going through each step of his routine with hardly any trouble. The next moment, he entered the kitchen and could not stop staring at the stovetop. The water started boiling and still he could not look away, until he merely crumpled to the floor, sobbing into his hands as the water evaporated into nothingness. 


Benedikt put a stick of g¯anzhè in his mouth, chewing slowly. Now he could hardly eat. He didn’t know why, but things wouldn’t stay down, and things that did stay down felt wrong. The only loophole around the instinct was to take a bite out of everything he could get his hands on and throw it away before his thoughts could catch up. It kept him fed and kept his head quiet. That was what mattered.


“Hey!”


At the sudden shout, he spat out the raw sugarcane clumps. There was a commotion erupting by the far side of the market, and Benedikt started over immediately, wiping his mouth. Any commotion would have been harder to discern if this were a busier market, but the stalls here barely extended past two streets, and the vendors hardly had the energy to shout their wares. This was one of the poorer parts of the city, where people were near starving and would do whatever it took to survive, which included pledging devout loyalty to the closest available power. It was a bad idea to draw attention to himself, especially here, where territories shifted and changed at a moment’s notice. Benedikt knew this, yet he turned the corner anyway, dashing into the alleyway where the shout was heard.


He found a whole crowd of Scarlets, and one White Flower messenger.


“Benedikt Montagov!” the boy screeched immediately.


Of all times to be identified. Benedikt had nowhere near the level of recognition that Roma received on the streets, yet here he was, pinned for a Montagov, pinned for the enemy. A tear streaked down the boy’s face, running a wet trail that caught the midday light before hitting the concrete.


Benedikt inhaled fast, assessing the situation. The White Flower was Chinese—he shouldn’t have been identified at all for his allegiance, if not for that white thread he’d twined around his own wrist. Foolish. The blood feud had gotten horrific these last few months. If he had the ability to blend in, why not do it? How old was he? Ten? Eleven?


“Montagov?” one of the Scarlets echoed. 


Benedikt reached for his gun. The smarter move would have been to run when he was vastly outnumbered, but he cared little. He had no reason to care, to live—


He didn’t even have the chance to pull a weapon. A blow came to the side of his face out of nowhere, then Benedikt was reeling, crushed to the ground amid shouting and cursing and someone calling for the death of his whole family. His arms were bent back and his head was pushed hard into the cement, before something ice cold, something that felt like the butt of a gun, jammed up against his temple.


No, he thought suddenly, his eyes squeezing shut. Wait, I didn’t actually want to die, not yet, not really . . .


A deafening sound shook the alleyway. His ears rang, but other than the bruises forming all over his body, he felt no pain, no white-hot bullet pressed into his skull. Maybe this was death. Maybe death was nothing.


Then the sound came again, and again, and again. Gunshots. Not from the alleyway. From above.


Benedikt’s eyes flew open at the exact moment a spray of blood landed across his face, tinting his vision red. He gasped, jerking upright and scurrying up against the wall, unable to comprehend anything past his disbelief as the Scarlets around him dropped one by one, studded in bullets. Only as the shooting almost stopped did he think to look up, trying to find where the bullets were coming from.


He caught the barest flash of movement. There—at the edge of the rooftop—then gone with the last bullet, the last Scarlet dropping dead.


Benedikt was breathing hard enough to be heaving. Only one other person remained standing in the alleyway: the messenger, fully crying now, his fists clenched so tightly that they were white and bloodless. He didn’t look injured. He was only bloody, as splattered as Benedikt was. 


“Go,” Benedikt managed. “Run, in case there are more of them.”


The boy faltered. Perhaps it was a thank you that hovered on his tongue. But then there was a shout from the market, and Benedikt snapped, “Kuài gˇun! Before they come!” The boy took off, not needing to be told another time. Quickly, Benedikt staggered to his feet, following his own advice, knowing that those shots had been loud, and any Scarlets nearby would arrive immediately to investigate the cause. 


But as he stood there, his whole body trembling, it struck him that with the speed those bullets had come, whoever had saved him had been waiting, poised to enter in rescue. He eyed the buildings, the evenly constructed rooftops separated only by alleyways that were narrow enough to leap from one to the other. Someone had been watching—perhaps for a while, tailing him through the market.


“Who would bother?” Benedikt whispered aloud.










Six


The second floor of the teahouse had been booked out tonight for the Scarlet inner circle meeting. All its square tables were pushed to the wall, making way for the large round one installed right in the center of the space.


Juliette thought it looked a little like a barricade. She took a sip of her tea, peering over the rim while she eyed the setup, wary that some poor waiter was going to trek up the stairs to check on the Scarlets only to ram right into the table that was blocking the end of the stairs. All the windows had been left untouched—though for teahouses like this, “window” was hardly the right word when they never installed glass. They were merely closed using wooden shutters, drawn when the teahouse went dark for the night and pulled open during its operating hours. The frigid cold blew in every so often, but alcohol was flowing at the table, and the oil lamps in the corner were buzzing with warmth.


Still, for whatever reason, Juliette’s eyes kept being pulled back to the barricade of tables pressed to the walls, and then up, where the walls gave way for the rectangular cutouts that let in the night. In here, there was the illusion of comfort and safety. But all that stood between them and the lurking unknown was a thin teahouse wall. All that stood between them and five monsters prowling the city was . . . well, nothing, really.


“Juliette.”


Lord Cai’s summons drew Juliette’s attention back to the Scarlet dinner, to the cigar smoke that wafted in gray plumes above them and the clinking of chopsticks upon porcelain bowls. Her father tipped his chin at her, indicating that he was finished with his agenda and she could speak now, as she had requested earlier today. 


Juliette set her teacup down and stood. The tablecloth stirred, but before it could get caught on her dress, Rosalind reached over and yanked it down. 


“Thanks,” Juliette whispered. 


Rosalind responded by flicking a single grain of rice off the tablecloth, aiming it at the seats directly across from them. She almost hit Tyler, although he wouldn’t have noticed a puny piece of rice landing in his lap when he was eyeing Juliette so intently. Perhaps it was only his bruised nose causing the scrunch in his expression. Perhaps he was already preparing himself for a fight, and the distaste was showing through.


“Here.” From Rosalind’s other side, Kathleen passed the stack of papers she had been holding on to. Juliette received the papers, then set them carefully onto the spinning glass, on an empty spot right between the sauce-soaked crabs and smoked fish.


“I’m sure by now you have all heard about the attack on the White Flowers.” The table hushed at the mention of the White Flowers. “And I’m sure you’ve wondered if we are to be next, again at the mercy of another monster.”


Juliette spun the glass. The feast swirled under the lights: shimmering green qīngcài, deep brown hóngshāo ròu, and the plain black-and-white ink of what could save them.


“This is the last vestige of research that Paul Dexter left behind. You might also know him as the former Larkspur—now dead from my bullet.” Juliette drew herself taller, though her spine was already as straight as a blade. “It may be some time before we can stop whoever has resurrected his work. But in the meantime, I propose we use his work. We allocate our resources toward research, mass-produce a vaccine, and distribute it through the whole city. . . .” Now came the part where Juliette actually needed support, past merely making a case with her father. “For free.”


Eyebrows shot up immediately, teacups freezing halfway to mouths as Scarlets stalled and blinked, wondering if they had misheard her.


“It is a preemptive measure before the Scarlet Gang can be attacked,” Juliette hurried to explain. “Regardless of who you are—Scarlet or White Flower, Nationalist or Communist or nonaffiliated—if we all stand immune to the madness, then whichever fool is trying to play at the new Larkspur loses every shred of power. In one fell swoop, we protect the city and keep everything the way it is, at no threat from a destroyer.”


“I have an alternate proposal.” Tyler stood. He rested his knuckles on the table before him, his body relaxed, an utterly casual picture compared to Juliette’s stiff composure. 


Rosalind leaned forward. “Why don’t you—”


“Rosalind, don’t,” Kathleen hissed, closing a hand on her sister’s shoulder. Lips thinning, Rosalind sat back again, and Tyler went on as if nothing had happened.


“If we can truly create a vaccine, it is in our best interest to charge anyone who is not a Scarlet. The Larkspur was a fool in many things, but in this, he was not. The people are scared. They will do anything for a solution.”


“Absolutely not,” Juliette snapped, before any of the Scarlets could decide that Tyler’s interruption meant their opinion should be heard by the whole table too. “This is not a show ticket. This is a vaccine that decides between life and death.”


“And what about it?” Tyler asked. “You wish for us to protect the White Flowers? Protect the foreigners who do not even see us as people? The last time the madness went around, Juliette, they did not care until it was them who were dying, because a Chinese collapsing on the streets may as well be an animal—”


“I know!” 


Juliette inhaled sharply, regaining her poise. She had to get her points in quick. Her mother’s jaw was tight, watching the argument spiral, and if it deteriorated any further, Lady Cai was going to shut this down.


Juliette breathed out. Let the brief silence ebb around her, so that she was in control of the conversation and not desperately chasing the end of it.


“It is not about extending our kindness to those in the city who don’t deserve it,” she said. “It is about mass protection.”


Tyler pushed off from the table and plopped back onto his seat. He hung an arm along the back of his chair while Juliette remained standing.


“Why do we need mass protection?” Tyler asked, scoffing. “Let us make money. Let us rise so impenetrably to the top that we are untouchable, and then, as we have always done, we extend protection to our people. To the Scarlets. Everyone else falling away matters not. Everyone else dying out is to our advantage.”
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