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If ever—as that ever may be near—You meet in some fresh cheek the power of fancy, Then shall you know the wounds invisible That love’s keen arrows make.

—Shakespeare, As You Like It










PROLOGUE

NOVEMBER 1931

The easiest way to disappear was to never disappear fully, always hovering right at the periphery of being caught, responding in an instant when there was movement. It was hard to fall into a trap if you were the one setting the bait. Hard to be taken unaware when you drew the whole game board.

Alisa Montagova poured herself a cup of tea, eyes flitting up to watch the door of the restaurant. The owner had pulled the window panels closed to block out the cold. In the warmer months, they would be left open, and the bamboo leaves growing along the ledge would cast gentle shadows onto the patrons taking meetings or drinking with lovers. This was a relatively small township, somewhere ambiguously to the west of Shanghai. Big enough to accommodate a few city folks for business here and there—which meant Alisa drew no notice while wandering the streets—but not so chaotic that she couldn’t find an empty restaurant in the late afternoon, seating herself at a corner table as the hour struck four o’clock.

Alisa was very good at disappearing. She had been practicing since she was a child, lurking in the household to eavesdrop or cramming herself into hidden corners all across Shanghai. It grew to become a personal challenge: hold so many nibbles of information from different places that she could put together corresponding reports and feel crafty by knowing so much. There was no good waiting for conversations to start and then sidling up to them. She needed to be three steps ahead. Already in the cupboard before two distant cousins had an argument in the kitchen. Dangling from the rafters by the time the old lady in the brothel was cursing out the clients to the girls in the back rooms. Only then did Alisa feel at home in her own city. To disappear well was to partake with her surroundings, to understand their rhythm and reasons instead of hiding and hoping she wasn’t seen as an ill-fitting intrusion. It was moving from township to township while a whole unit of Nationalists was after her, confident at every turn that they would never come close to touching her, because she could pinpoint their arrivals each time and slip away. She had done it twice already. And if the incoming unit made haste today, this coming hour would be the third time.

“Anything to eat today, xiǎo gūniáng?”

Alisa blew on the hot tea. The ceramic cup felt wonderful on her bare fingers after they had turned numb from her stroll here. She hadn’t worn gloves once in her life, and she wasn’t starting now. Her hands liked being free and unrestricted.

“Can I get that little cucumber dish?” she asked. She waved her fingers about, tapping against the cup. “With the cute chopped-up pieces? And the garlic?”

The owner frowned, trying to work out what Alisa meant. A second later, she visibly brightened, turning on her heel. “Ah. I know which dish you want. It’ll be out soon.”

“Xiè xiè!”

Alisa slouched on her wooden stool, hooking her ankles onto the stool legs. As soon as the owner disappeared into the kitchen, the whole restaurant fell quiet again, save for the twinkle of wind chimes blowing at the doorway. There had been a bout of very light snow last week, and though none of it remained, the seasonal chill had arrived. It made the residents around these parts duck their heads and turn their gazes down to keep their ears warm, shuffling from destination to destination without much regard for their surroundings. When the scout wandered into the town center earlier in the morning and entered a bookshop, Alisa had sighted him immediately. Or rather, from the second floor of the teahouse, she had noted something off about the way he walked, and as soon as he made his exit, she had hopped out of the teahouse and moseyed into the shop too, where they had told her that he was asking for a girl who matched her description.

The Nationalists were so easy to outsmart when they operated this way. At the very least, they ought to be sending the covert branch after her. But last Alisa had heard from coded radio broadcasts, the Nationalists’ covert branch was in shambles, with one of their handlers having defected to the enemy Communists, one of their top agents brainwashed, and another agent kept under lock and key after exposure. It was rough over there. Not that her side was looking any better; she wasn’t sure if she had been marked as missing yet, or if the Communists were so used to her disappearing acts that they trusted she was off getting something done.

“All right, here we are. Pāi huángguā. If it’s not spicy enough, tell me, hmm?”

The cucumbers glistened with sesame oil and bright red chili chunks. The owner set the bowl in front of Alisa, pausing with bemusement when Alisa wadded up some cash and slid it into her apron pocket before she could retreat.

“Just wanted to settle the bill first,” Alisa said casually. In case she needed to run out of here mid-meal.

She assumed that Celia hadn’t reported her for the vial currently sitting in her pocket. Otherwise Celia’s superior would be contacting Alisa already, demanding that she bring it in. Sooner or later it would leak to her own side that she held the last vial of a chemical concoction unlike anything in the world. One that turned its victims into immortal supersoldiers who didn’t need sleep and wouldn’t stay injured, who were strong enough to throw an opponent across the room and could take a bullet to the chest without any noticeable effect. When that happened, this disappearing game she played for her own amusement was going to have to end. She would need to run from both factions—and run properly if they sent covert after her—because she sure as hell wasn’t handing over a weapon that could completely control the direction of the civil war.

Alisa’s eyes flickered to the restaurant entrance again while the owner returned behind the counter. She munched on a cucumber piece. Past the door, the street stayed hushed except for the occasional bicycle bell, ringing to say hello while its rider passed by. The first warning sign that Alisa always listened for was shouting from residents in the vicinity. Soldiers never paid attention to the plants they were kicking or the carts they were shoving aside. Perhaps it was unnecessary to wait for that very moment they were approaching before Alisa started to move, but it was funny to injure their morale if she waited until she was within grasp. She had waved at them the first time while running into the forest. Stuck her tongue out the second time when the car started to drive away.

Munch munch munch. The cucumber was really quite good.

The wind chimes blew against a gust of wind. Alisa took another sip of tea.

Then, without any warning, Jiemin—her former coworker and the head of the unit currently chasing after her—walked in through the door, doing a brief inventory of the place before his eyes landed on Alisa in the corner.

She didn’t get up.

“Miss Montagova, you have given me a lot of trouble.”

Jiemin sat down at the table, dropping onto the stool beside her as if this had been a planned meeting. Alisa pushed the plate of cucumber closer to him, offering her chopsticks. He wasn’t dressed in uniform; nor had he brought any backup. In both manner and attire, he looked exactly as he did every morning when Alisa walked into their department at Seagreen Press, chewing on a meat bun while Jiemin paid no attention to what was going on outside his reception desk because he was engrossed in his book. Knowing what she did now, she wondered if that had merely been a part of his undercover act.

“You move far too slowly,” Alisa replied. “It’s been over a month since I started running with this vial. A good unit should be closing in at least once a week.”

In that month and then some, Alisa was honestly surprised it was only the Nationalists after her. Lady Hong had invented this weapon for the Japanese, but after her son Orion confronted her and Rosalind destroyed the only successful batch, there had been no news along the intelligence grapevine about a replacement being made. The Communists had been watching Lady Hong’s movement as closely as the Nationalists: the last sightings put her around Manchuria, reporting in with the Japanese. Perhaps she was lacking some resource. Perhaps she was simply preoccupied in the meanwhile with Orion at her side, his memories erased so that she could use his enhanced strength however she wished until more conditioned soldiers were created.

“I am not moving slowly.” Jiemin accepted the utensils, taking a piece of cucumber. “I am moving at a perfectly normal pace. It’s just easy for one individual to outrun a whole unit when we’re making a racket long before we approach.”

Alisa frowned. “Excuse me. This is hardly a task achievable by any individual. It is not only because of the numbers.”

Looking rather thoughtful, Jiemin returned the chopsticks to Alisa’s side. “I’ve successfully caught up to you alone, though.”

“And yet you alone cannot bring me in.”

The owner came to replenish the teapot with more hot water. She poured out a cup for Jiemin. Though her eyes were curious, she didn’t say anything before retreating into the back.

“I am not trying to bring you in,” Jiemin said when the owner disappeared. “You know what I’m here for.”

Alisa’s response was immediate. “You’re not getting it.”

“Miss Montagova,” Jiemin urged. He lowered his voice. “A weapon like that cannot be allowed to travel freely. You may think you are helping Lang Shalin, but we are not getting Hong Liwen back. We cannot keep this around in the hopes that it might restore him.”

“So you’ve talked to Rosalind.” Alisa resumed eating her cucumber. She wasn’t asking a question; she was confirming that Rosalind must have told Jiemin there was one vial left. As far as Alisa could determine, that was the only reason why the Nationalists knew to start chasing her while other factions played catch-up with intelligence.

“There won’t be any use stopping Lady Hong’s traitorous forces if this vial ends up in the wrong hands,” Jiemin continued, pretending not to have heard her remark.

Alisa slapped her chopsticks onto the table. “As far as I am concerned,” she said, her tone turning cold, “Nationalist hands are the wrong hands too.”

Jiemin stared her down. Alisa didn’t flinch. It was near impossible to intimidate Alisa Montagova when she had a level of self-importance that inflated up to the sky, and anyone who tried only wasted their time.

Eventually, Jiemin looked away first, his brow furrowing. He seemed to be mulling over something. Seconds later, he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a sheathed dagger, offering it forward.

“Is it coated in poison?” Alisa asked warily.

“It is something I hope will change your mind. Remember, Miss Montagova—I came here alone.”

Alisa took the dagger. She pulled off the sheath. Though the restaurant was unlit and the afternoon hovered at a cold, dull gray, the metal of the blade flared with its own brightness. It was beautifully crafted, with a thin hollow line down the middle before each side tapered off for a viciously sharp edge. And at the base…

Alisa grazed a thumb along the engraving. A small exhale of surprise escaped from her lips. She wondered if she could possibly be misreading the single Chinese character etched upon the metal, but the 蔡 stayed unchanging no matter how long she stared at its glimmering gold.

This weapon was a family heirloom. And Jiemin was certainly not of that family.

Right?

“Good God,” Alisa said. “Please don’t tell me you’re a secret Cai.”

Jiemin peered into his teacup. He had relaxed his brow. “What? I—no. My surname is Lin if you must know.” He nudged his cup away, opting to forgo the sludgy tea. “But you’re aware who that dagger belongs to, are you not?”

She supposed she could take a very well-informed guess. And she supposed that meant she could take a guess as to why Jiemin was showing her this. The original owner of this dagger wasn’t gaudy enough to pass it around for a token. No—Jiemin had already possessed it and was exposing it to make his point.

Alisa breathed in shallowly, pressing her thumb hard into the engraving. She had suspected, of course. She had caught a glimpse of them in Zhouzhuang that fateful April; she knew exactly where she ought to go if she wanted confirmation that her brother and his lover were alive and in hiding. But she had been far too afraid of learning the opposite—despite knowing Roma was the only one who had the information to be paying her bills every month, despite Celia and Benedikt occasionally slipping up to talk about the two of them in the present tense—and so she had stayed away, living in her blissful hope.

This…

This was the first time she had gotten true confirmation. They were alive.

Alisa shoved the blade back into its sheath, blinking back the rush of emotion prickling at her eyes before Jiemin could see it. He had better have considered the consequences of telling her this, or Alisa wasn’t going to treat him kindly for creating danger.

“I’m going to say this once,” Alisa declared, sniffing. “No matter who you secretly work for, you are still a Nationalist. Even if they trust you, I am not letting this vial get anywhere near politics.” She stood up. Then, politely, she pushed her dish in front of Jiemin. “I will swallow the glass vial whole before I let you have it. Bring your forces after me and tear it from my stomach—that’s the only way you’re getting it. Now, please enjoy the rest of the huángguā, my treat.”

Alisa walked off.

“Hey,” Jiemin called after her. “At least give the dagger back.”

“I have claimed it,” Alisa said without turning around. She gripped it tightly in her hand, a smile tugging at her lip. “Go take it up with my sister-in-law herself if you want to argue otherwise.”

She stepped out of the restaurant, tucking the dagger into her coat. Right as the first flake of snow drifted onto her nose to signal a new storm rolling in, Alisa set off for the next township, disappearing again until she was needed.
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JANUARY 1932

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

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

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


I can help you get him back.

Find me in Zhouzhuang.

—JM.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sǎozi, you better be dressed already.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Phoebe gave her a prompting look.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He also said you called his hat ugly.”

“Fair. That was me.”

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

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

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

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

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

She was doing so well. Until:

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

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

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

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

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

“Over here!”

“This way! This way!”

“Lady Fortune, show us your talents!”

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

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

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

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

She lunged forward.

“Hey!” Phoebe cried.

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

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

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

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

“Phoebe, let me go—”

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

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

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

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

“So, that could have gone better.”

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

“What happened out there?”

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

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

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

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

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

The vehicle jolted, passing a bump in the road and weaving into heavier traffic. While Silas and Phoebe resumed their conversation, Rosalind silently reached her hand toward the other side of the back seat, hovering in the empty space there. Then she set her hand down, upon nothing.
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Local Kuomintang headquarters bustled with busyness, soldiers standing guard to watch the entrances. One of them tsked at Rosalind when she brushed past too closely at the door, and she glared over her shoulder while she walked away, equally annoyed at their presence.

Headquarters had been on edge ever since General Hong was exposed for conducting his hanjian business within these very walls, summoning his son in to brainwash him under his wife’s instructions. If something like that had been allowed to occur, who knew what else might slip in under the radar? They were overcompensating, putting eyes on every corner. Not like it would do much.

Silas was leading Rosalind through the building. He knew the layout better than she did, given how rarely she dropped by. Phoebe, meanwhile, was waiting beyond the gates, barred from entering the compound without official qualifications. From the earful she had given the soldier out front, it was clear that she suspected they were refusing her entry on the basis of her family name.

“Annoying as the reporters are, they’re correct,” Silas was saying, giving Rosalind the rundown on intelligence he had been receiving. “A unit sighted Liwen in Manchuria.”

“Merely a sighting?” Rosalind pressed. “Are they doing nothing?”

“They are not. But even if they did gear up to act, by the time they assembled, Lady Hong would be long on the move.”

When it came to Orion, what they ought to do was send covert in, but the Nationalists had no faith in the utility of such a mission. After all, with the abilities Orion possessed, it could blip out what remaining covert agents they had, and covert was incredibly small these days.

“They need to send me.” Rosalind plucked at the loose thread on her gloves. “I’m the only one who can do it.”

Silas cast her a tense look as they walked, but he didn’t argue otherwise. He was too spent to argue, and besides, he had already heard this time and time again while Rosalind was waiting out the Kuomintang’s enforced “just lie low until we know what to do” period. Still, it wasn’t as if Silas and Phoebe had anything better to suggest. Orion had always been their happy-go-lucky mollifying force. Without him, the two of them shot to the extremes of their mannerisms, which were usually unhelpful—not that Rosalind blamed them. Phoebe practically bounced off the walls at every minute; Silas dropped off the face of the earth for hours at a time while he buried himself in the search for Priest, a mission which he was still greatly dedicated to.

“I shall leave you here,” Silas said now. “I believe it was General Yan who would speak to you.”

They came to a halt before a long corridor, the linoleum so polished that Rosalind could see her reflection. Something about local headquarters reminded her of Seagreen Press. The newspaper’s Shanghai branch had been shut down since Seagreen’s head was hauled in for conspiracy toward national endangerment, as were a handful of employees whom Rosalind and Orion had found to be implicated in a chemical experimentation scheme. She doubted they would be punished accordingly though. The Kuomintang government wanted to put protective mechanisms in place but it wouldn’t go too far and risk upsetting the Japanese Empire, given the ongoing tensions in the city. Covert had worked so hard to bring Seagreen to justice only for it to turn out that the blame lay with a hanjian traitor of their own nationality: Orion’s mother.

“Is he our new handler?” Rosalind asked.

Silas shook his head. “General Yan is more administrative than covert. Jiemin is still handling our mission work.”

Then where is he? Rosalind thought. Nerves squeezed at her stomach. If they had kept her waiting for weeks, the least Jiemin could do was organize a proper meeting when she was finally summoned.

“You will be nearby?” she asked Silas.

He was holding a bag of tapes to unwind and clear on the machines in headquarters. His primary method of communication with Priest, according to Phoebe’s grumblings during those long afternoons when Silas would disappear and Phoebe would come to Rosalind for company. Though Rosalind doubted there was little that a faceless Communist assassin could do for their predicament, Silas had gotten stuck on Priest’s heroic appearance at Warehouse 34, insisting that this could be a method of saving Orion.

“I’ll be upstairs if you need me, sǎozi.”

Rosalind frowned. “Why are you calling me that now too?”

Silas gave her a sheepish smile, already walking off. “Force of habit. I’m around Feiyi too much.”

Which only meant they talked about her behind her back enough that the habit had passed on. At least they were gossiping respectfully.

Rosalind folded her arms, settling against the wall once Silas disappeared. There were multiple doors along the corridor, most of them closed to the sound of low murmurings and meetings ongoing inside. One, however, had been left ajar. Rosalind waited another few minutes. When it seemed no one was getting her anytime soon, she wandered over to that door, poking her nose through the gap. They probably wouldn’t mind. If there was something confidential here, they would have posted a minimum of three soldiers.

“Hello?” she called tentatively.

Rosalind nudged the door open wider. It was just an empty meeting room, with a large table situated in the center and various boxes stacked in the corners. Sunlight streamed in through the window, casting a border around the bulletin boards on the walls and the blackboards wheeled in around the table. Every bit of the city’s current affairs was plastered on the boards, newspaper clippings and waterlogged telegrams pinned side by side, photographs of politicians and red-pen scribbles on paper scraps occupying the spaces between.

One of the bulletin boards caught her eye, more sparsely decorated than the others. Rosalind sidestepped a box on the floor and made her way over. For a moment, she wasn’t sure why that board had snagged her attention; then she got closer and recognized the face on a poster in the center.

Her curiosity dissipated. A surge of rage took over.

WANTED, the poster read. FOR CRIMES AGAINST THE STATE.

Rosalind snatched Dao Feng’s poster at once and crumpled it in her fist, erasing his sketched face from sight. She hoped they found him and punished him. She hoped they never found him, that he slipped off into the night and disappeared forever. God—it was an unbearable thought in either direction.

She had trusted him. That was what continued to haunt her. It seemed that each time she thought someone was set for a permanent place in her life, that they cared enough to stay, they were secretly plotting otherwise. At least Orion had had no choice in being taken away. Dao Feng had chosen to leave her—had trained her and allowed her to lean on him as a handler, only to be lying the entire time.

Rosalind scrunched the poster even tighter. She had the unreasonable urge to bite down on the wad and rip it to pieces with her teeth.

“Lang Shalin.”

Merde. With a jolt, Rosalind spun around, smoothly dropping the scrunched wad of paper and pretending she hadn’t been the one to yank it off the bulletin. A young assistant had poked his head into the meeting room, frowning at her presence.

He pointed a thumb out into the corridor. “Ready when you are.”

Rosalind nodded. Her blood was still boiling. She didn’t say anything as she followed the assistant out of the room and back into the corridor, walking three doors down before he knocked on one of the offices and gestured for her to proceed.

“Thank you,” she grumbled under her breath.

She turned the handle and entered the office. Immediately, there was so much sunlight streaming through the four-panel window here that she almost flinched, her eyes narrowing to brace against the onslaught. A man was standing by the window, looking directly into the golden daylight without trouble. General Yan, she had to guess, given he was wearing a Nationalist uniform and standing behind his mahogany desk.

He turned at the sound of her entrance. Gave a fatherly smile and leaned over his desk to extend his hand.

“A pleasure to meet you properly, Lang Shalin. You will have to forgive the circumstances it is occurring under.”

Rosalind stayed silent as she leaned forward to shake. Her first instinct was to sweep her memory for whether she might have met General Yan previously at the Scarlet house, but then, why bother? It wasn’t as though her past would be helpful here. Not that it had ever been helpful for anything except coloring this idea of her that everyone seemed to have.

“Where is Jiemin?” Rosalind asked. “I would have thought he would be the one to meet with me.”

“He isn’t in the city at the moment,” General Yan replied. He sank into his seat, then gestured for Rosalind to follow suit. She didn’t want to. She wanted this meeting to go fast, and then she wanted to act, to stop sitting around waiting for the danger to pass.

But since Rosalind wasn’t trying to stir trouble at headquarters, she took a seat. Her hands fidgeted in her lap, folding and unfolding one on top of the other. “Fair enough.” Her eyes dropped to the papers on General Yan’s desk. What did that say? Retirement account? “I hate to busy your schedule further with covert’s tasks. I imagine you have plenty of other important business to conduct. While we are at war.”

General Yan didn’t respond to her half-hearted jibe. He leaned back in his chair, watching her carefully, the room falling silent save for the ticking of the clock on the desk and the sniffle from the assistant waiting by the open door. “We heard from your father yesterday.”

Rosalind jerked to attention, her spine turning stiff. “I beg your pardon?”

“He was in contact to express approval for our intended next steps for you. And to communicate that if you need access to your bank accounts, you must return home and obtain his signatures. He says you have not been responding to his letters.”

Rosalind wasn’t comprehending. Bank accounts? Her father’s signatures? What did any of this have to do with her next mission…?

Her eyes fell to the papers again. It occurred to her like a slap across the face, a physical sting that turned her vision completely white for a flash.

“You’re decommissioning me.”

General Yan said nothing to protest her conclusion. He shuffled through the papers as Rosalind blinked rapidly to recover, her hands gripping the underside of her chair with such sudden intensity that she felt her nails strain on the verge of snapping.

“How can you—”

“This is not an easy decision,” General Yan interrupted. “You have done wonderful work, Lang Shalin. But Fortune cannot operate again when the whole country knows about you. The enemies you have made over the course of your career would track your every movement. You cannot go undercover, nor blend in.”

“I am an assassin,” Rosalind protested. “I don’t need to go undercover so long as I am not assigned another long-term operation like Seagreen!”

“And what will you do when you are recognized before you can set your poison? When you are photographed while tailing a target? At every second you would be risking the exposure of the entire covert branch. We must protect our integrity first and foremost.”

Rosalind’s throat was closing. Her circulation hit a block, her blood stuttering to a halt. Maybe this was it. Her immortality was catching up with her, all the stolen time that had been racking up from the day she was supposed to die. In seconds, she would drop dead on the carpet of this office, her purpose and her life taken with one fell swoop.

“You can’t,” she said quietly. Somehow, her voice stayed even. “You can’t do this to me. What am I supposed to do?”

She was relying on Nationalist intelligence merely to know where Orion’s mother was taking him every few days, yanking him along like some plaything of a weapon. Without that, she was utterly clueless.

General Yan slid the stack of papers toward her. “Live a good life. We are paying for your retirement fund, of course. I know covert operated in cash, but we prefer to set up monthly wires, so you’re certainly going to need to ask your father…”

Though the general continued talking, Rosalind only heard a tinny whine in her ears. She had been exposed beyond her control, and yet they decided to punish her by throwing her away, brushing her tidily under the rug as if she had never existed.

God. She supposed she had always known that this was their method of operation, hadn’t she? Get into a little trouble, and the Nationalists would leave her to fend for herself. Do anything that did not fit with their objectives, and she was not needed here anymore.

General Yan had stopped talking. He seemed to be waiting for some sort of response. Rosalind didn’t even know what he had last said.

“What about the rest of the covert branch that you are not protecting?” she asked. “What about Hong Liwen, out in the countryside, at the mercy of hanjian?”

Slowly, General Yan set his elbows on his desk. His inspection landed as a heavy sensation, as if he were picking her apart by mere glance and could read her every selfish wish in those words.

Go after him, she wanted to yell. What good are you for if not to help us?

“Shalin, you are exempt from your previous mission.” He laced his fingers together. There was deep concern in the set of his eyes. “He was only your false spouse, after all. I know you have a deep sense of duty, which is appreciated, but there is no need to take the outcome of High Tide so seriously.”

For a moment, Rosalind did not understand General Yan’s meaning. How could she not take the outcome of High Tide seriously? That mission had consumed her life in the previous few months. That mission had had the safety of the city riding upon it.

Then Rosalind almost laughed, because she couldn’t believe his line of argument was that she ought not to care so much because he had only been her false spouse. Maybe the marriage had been fake, but his devotion to her was real. She faulted others for abandoning her, yet it seemed that was all she was capable of doing too. Turning away. Running. Fleeing.

“I reject that,” Rosalind whispered. Her voice shook, barely audible to herself, never mind to General Yan. “He loved me, and I left him.”

General Yan gave a sigh on the other side of the desk, reaching the end of his patience with her. Rosalind, meanwhile, tried to calm the trembling in her chest. There was surely something to be done. Dao Feng had once told her that if she set her mind on something, no one could force her to back down. If they wanted to retire her, she had to fight it.

“Is there anything else, Lang Shalin?” General Yan asked. “If not, administration can process you. You are also welcome to come back tomorrow instead. I imagine that might be kinder on your health.”

Say something. Now. Fight. Her throat burned with frustration. Her fingers itched with the discomfort of her skin growing too tight for her body. “I—”

She couldn’t do it.

Instead of arguing her case, Rosalind Lang shot to her feet and walked out of the room, fighting to keep back the prickle of tears.
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She loathed everything.

The Nationalists, in their offices. The cold weather, temperature plummeting with the sun setting outside. The war, permeating the radio station running in the background.

The imperialists, just for existing within her field of view.

Those matters were not loathed in equal amounts, of course, but she was peeved enough to be silently fuming about everything at once anyway. She stabbed a fork into her slice of cake, biting down on the icing so angrily that her teeth clacked. Meanwhile, Silas returned to the booth, carrying sugar packets for Phoebe’s coffee.

They had driven to a café near the Bund, one that was known for having a live jazz band. Rosalind supposed it had been a nice effort on Silas and Phoebe’s part to let her decompress at another location before taking her back to her apartment—but when she listened to the trombone, all she could think was that the musician had definitely been fired from a dance hall prior to this job for his lack of rhythm.

Rosalind chewed on her cake. The little bell above the glass doors kept jangling every few minutes, allowing a new blast of cold air to blow through. Red light beamed brightly from the exterior signage, neon wiring in English declaring the café to have the best dessert across all of Shanghai.

“Those are so unhealthy,” Silas whispered as he slid along the seat, passing Phoebe her sugar packets.

“Why did you get them for me, then?” Phoebe returned, dropping to a hush too. She ripped one of the packets open and tipped every crystal granule into her drink.

“Don’t blame me for your sugar cravings. I’m only warn—”

“You really ought to refuse to get the packets if you are only going to chide me—”

“Why are the two of you whispering?” Rosalind interrupted at normal volume.

Silas and Phoebe both froze, twin looks of guilt flashing across their faces as if they had been caught with their hands down each other’s shirts. Genuine amusement almost made Rosalind smile, but her next instinct was to look beside her to catch Orion’s eye, and then it hit her all over again that he wasn’t here.

“You know,” Rosalind said before Silas or Phoebe could recover, grabbing her coat in the seat next to her, “upon further consideration, I think some air would clear my head.”

“I will come with you,” Phoebe said immediately.

“No, please.” Rosalind pulled her coat on. “I need some silence to think through this.”

“We’re here to help you, though,” Silas protested. “Three heads are better than one.”

By all means, he was correct. Rosalind should have taken her coat off, sat back down, and put her raw, vulnerable thoughts onto the table so that Phoebe and Silas could help her pick them apart. Then she could find their best way forward, be a good friend.

But she was clearly made to be an actively derailing train wreck instead, because Rosalind only gave them a tight smile and said, “No, I mean it. I need to take a walk. Stay here and finish your drinks. I’ll be perfectly fine.”

She was through the doors before they could argue further. What was the point of hovering around longer, a sore-sighted tack-on to their two-person outing? If Rosalind had survived this many years with only herself to lean on, then clearly she was doing something right.

The streetlamps droned a weak noise overhead, each gas-lit bulb lighting her way as she picked up her pace. She felt better as soon as she was outside, away from Phoebe’s and Silas’s kind, concerned eyes. Even as she tugged her coat closer to her chest, combating the cold that drew her breath visible in the January winter, she preferred the bite of the wind over the warm café with its happy laughter.

Rosalind turned off Nanjing Road. Her feet took her deeper into the city, away from the boardwalk and the ocean breeze. She weaved aimlessly into the lesser-used routes, where the shops had started to close and only one or two rickshaws ran by, walking on and on for no other reason than to have something to do while the night drew long.

When she passed the first man in the dark jacket, she didn’t think much of it.

When she passed a second man who was dressed the same a mere minute later, with a tattoo on the side of his neck, she started to think that maybe something wasn’t quite right.

Rosalind didn’t bother disguising her suspicion. She whirled around immediately, tracking where the second man was going. At the same time, the man had turned to look over his shoulder.

Their eyes met.

Now there was no doubt: she had caught on to him, and he had registered her awareness.

In an instant, he raised his arm to give a signal. Shadows stirred from the alleys, revealing three other men emerging from standby. This was a one-way road. A church sat to her left. An instruments shop on the right. Both of those buildings were closed for the night, and none of the residential apartments at their sides looked easily accessible. Somehow, an ambush had organized around her. All her exits were blocked off.

Rosalind made a slow circle on her heel, observing the numbers.

“If anyone is hiding under a car,” she said, “now is probably a good time to roll out.” Her voice rang clear. Returned with a slight echo, bouncing into the alleys and ricocheting stronger than she had sent it out.

“Apologies for our manners, Lady Fortune.” That came from one of the men in the shadows. There was a crowbar in his hands. “We might have invited you over for tea if we had known your identity earlier. But since this is all we’re working with on short notice, a street encounter will have to suffice.”

The two men she had passed were reaching into their jackets. Their hands emerged again with pistols, fitted with silencers on the barrel. Her mind scrambled to place their faces, but she was drawing a blank.

“What do you want?” she asked dryly. “A ransom?”

The fourth man, who stood farthest away, was holding a large knife. And it was he who lurched toward her the soonest, prompted by that mere question to screech, “Revenge. For my brother.”

Ah. So these were the repercussions of her former targets, come to even the scales after years of Fortune’s dirty work being hidden behind a persona. She wondered what his brother had done to have landed on the lists passed to Fortune. Whether he had been targeted as a criminal merchant or had been punished for selling out to the imperialists.

Rosalind sidestepped the quick slash. Without really thinking, she pulled one of her hairpins free, sliding the metal across the backs of her fingers for a beat to secure her grip, then dragging the sharp tip across the man’s face as he reared back. He grunted.

Though he tried to lunge at her again, the others were moving too. Gunshots sounded into the night. Once, twice, three times. Two hit the pavement, spraying up grit and gravel. The third landed in her shoulder.

Tā mā de, she thought. I am so sick of being shot at—

The man who received her poisoned hairpin dropped to the ground, his limbs twitching. Rosalind bent down and stole his knife, clutching her shoulder with her free hand. For a moment, she was consumed by mind-numbing pain, her world turning white. She took a deep breath. Staggered forward. Moments later, she could physically feel her muscle moving back into place, stitching itself together and pushing the foul object out. As soon as she removed her hand from her shoulder, there was a sharp clink on the pavement. The bullet rolled to a stop by one of the drain coverings.

“Why would you be so foolish”—Rosalind straightened up, her jaw aching from how tightly she had clenched it—“as to go after an immortal assassin?”

The man with the crowbar ran forward; Rosalind threw the knife she had retrieved. It missed—rather awfully too—but the flying blade had only been a distraction. She was testing the direction of the wind, watching the knife lift with the breeze and land with a lackluster thud on the ground. Before the man could bring his crowbar down and pummel more injuries into her, Rosalind grabbed a small bag of powder strapped to her leg and shook it vigorously into the wind, particles flying right into her attacker’s face. He gasped. Then gasped again, breathing suddenly short.

Another gunshot rang loud. Grazed her arm.

God, that hurt.

The two men with pistols had kept their distance. It messed with their aim, surely, because otherwise Rosalind couldn’t comprehend why they wouldn’t shoot for the head and kill her at once, blow her brain into chunks and prevent any chance of her healing. Their two fellow revenge seekers were dead already.

“Stop,” Rosalind said plainly. Her arm hurt. Her body hurt. “You won’t win this.”

One of the men opened fire again. This one—it was aimed right into her chest. Sank to where her heart was, already throbbing and raw and red. She had spent these past few weeks locked inside, told to sit in wait while people who hated her circled like vultures, and what was the point? Her heart had been hurting long before these bullets. It would keep on hurting even after this bullet was pushed out too, landing as emphatically as a teardrop shaped like death.

Rosalind touched her chest. Softly traced her finger along the hole that had been torn into her qipao, the fabric singed and soaked in blood. Underneath, the wound pulsated. Ran vivid with red, coloring her clothing.

“Fine,” she said. She reached into her pocket. Slowly, she started to walk toward the two remaining men, her posture changing. “For old times’ sake, since you refuse to leave me alone.”

She took her coin out.

A second passed. Enough time for her attackers to register what the object was. When her thumb caught the edge of the coin, sending it up in the air, the man on the left turned and ran. The one on the right, however, remained a beat longer.

Before the coin could finish tumbling through the air, he finally pivoted on his heel, abandoning his mission.

It was too late now.

Now Rosalind wanted blood.

She gave chase, barely bothering to glance down and see what the coin had landed on. There was a voice in her head that told her to stop, to pull back before it was too late and she regressed into that darkness she thought she had left behind. But even self-awareness couldn’t stop her from yanking the man’s collar when she caught up, wasn’t quite loud enough to pull her arm back when she wrenched him to a stop and sank her pin into his neck.

He wheezed for breath. She pulled the pin out.

And the man collapsed.

Rosalind felt a sob claw at her throat. Loathing moved like sludge through her body, clogging up her veins as a poison of her own making. She was supposed to be better than this. She was supposed to have a greater hand on this city, greater than senseless anger in its alleys.

Enough, the voice in her head said. It sounded terribly familiar. Terribly like Dao Feng. Take a deep breath. This isn’t you.

Shortly after becoming Fortune, Rosalind had been an uncontrollable explosive, as destructive as the one that had shaken through Zhabei and taken her cousin. She had wanted to make amends by causing equal damage, desperate to answer for what she had done, to even the scales in the other direction. Only she was inexperienced back then, weak for an assassin and green when it came to making hits. It was Dao Feng who got the brunt of her rage, an unflinching shock absorber for her tantrums, the hand pushing her on a learning curve and away from being terrible for no reason.

But Dao Feng wasn’t here anymore. And after these years of work under her belt, Rosalind could be horrifically terrible if she wanted. If she went out to cause true damage, who would stop her? Who in this vast, vast city had the power to tell her otherwise?

Enough.

With a whole-body tremor, Rosalind tore out of her thoughts. Though there had been no one around to bear witness to the last few minutes, it wouldn’t be long before a witness showed up. At once, she hastened to pull the body off the road, dragging him into an alley.

Rosalind Lang walked away from the scene. Looked around the new road she had found herself on, flexing her fingers at her sides. The splotch of blood on her hand rubbed off easily. When she paused at the side of the pavement, her arms stilled in that position: one hand tucked into the inner curve of her elbow, the pad of her palm pressed to the faintest hint of blue where her veins ran.

The former White Flower labs loomed up ahead. Lourens’s old labs, where she had been brought back to life.

Dear God—of everywhere in Shanghai, how had she ended up here?

She crept closer to the building. Its windows had been boarded up and the rooms inside abandoned. After the revolution, most facilities in the city that had been under White Flower control were either overtaken by the Nationalists or left in a state similar to this, stuck between ownership debates. There was too much paperwork involved when it came to taking property from a defunct gang that had ruled on connections and intimidation.

“Damn you,” she said quietly. She approached the glass, plastered over with newspapers. Much of it looked new, as if someone was coming by and touching up the concealment, putting on a layer every so often in case some rascal walked by and decided to shatter the windows.

Her blood burned. Not in anger anymore but in memory. The feeling of being remade prodded at the crook of her elbow, reminded her how easily she had almost slipped from the world before she was frozen in her final state.

Rosalind exhaled. Her vision fogged, clouded by the warm puff of air. When it cleared, her eyes latched on to the print of the news articles plastered at her eye level, lit by the streetlamp three paces away.

THE WESTERNERS ARE NOT OUR ENEMY!

WE MUST COME TOGETHER AGAINST THE JAPANESE EMPIRE!

Classic propaganda. With each year that passed and each sea change in foreign grappling, the national government couldn’t settle on who their enemies were, and neither could the city papers. Most of the shop fronts along this road had posters plastered on their exteriors, asking the Chinese to befriend Westerners in their fight against the Japanese. Even in the dark, Rosalind could read the bold, red characters printed in attack. Probably the same person or company had put them all up. The next road might have a different sentiment. Then a third opinion one block over.

Rosalind stopped. Looked back to the news article, scanning farther down. It wasn’t the content itself that had caught her attention, per se. They were mostly similar in sentiment, urging action against Japanese aggression, attributing atrocities and attacks to possible sources.

Her attention had snagged on the sheer volume of headlines concerned with this matter. Civilian panic was growing. Rosalind was out of touch with the sentiments of ordinary people when she operated so closely to the government. She hadn’t realized that it was this far-reaching.

An oversight on her part. And an opportunity.

“ ‘What we need,’” she read aloud from one of the papers plastered to the windows, “ ‘is a way to build morale. We as the Chinese must dust ourselves off and stand up straight or else we will end this decade conquered.’”

The Nationalists wouldn’t send her after Orion because her identity had been exposed and she was too recognizable as Fortune. Fine.

Rosalind would show them just how recognizable Lady Fortune was.
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Idle work was the strangest part of being between assignments, and each time she sat down to oversee the front desk of a liaison station, Celia Lang wondered why they couldn’t just hire someone on the outside for this.

She supposed it would be rather easy to torture a top-secret location out of a regular civilian, though. Maybe they could lie about what function the building served. This liaison station pretended to be a specialized clinic on the outside; they only needed to keep quiet about covert work in front of an outsourced employee.

Celia sighed. But it wasn’t like she had anything better to do between assignments anyway. Glorified secretary, it was.

She reached for a pen. Twiddled it around. The Party higher-ups who worked in the offices here had given her a white coat to wear over her dress, ensuring she looked the part to anyone who wandered up the stairs accidentally. There weren’t many, of course—most who came into the liaison station knew what they were looking for and gave the code word when they checked in.

It had been a slow day. Celia sighed, then stood up.

The liaison station was located in the north of Shanghai, on a street that saw plenty of foot traffic. The kitchen was incredibly loud when she wandered over, and she spent a perplexed few seconds searching for the reason before spotting the window that had been left ajar. She closed the window, muffling the street vendors and screaming children. It was almost five o’clock. Prime time for bedlam while orange light started to burn onto the sidewalks.

Celia put the kettle on. Fetched a tin of tea leaves, hovering over the table while the water boiled.

This had been her daytime routine for a number of weeks now. Their map-making task in Taicang had finished. The photography shop had closed down under the guise of going out of business. Millie and Audrey were put into new assignments, ones that required true covert work after they had had their training run. Oliver, meanwhile, was between assignments like Celia, since they came as a matching task pair. Nonetheless, Celia hadn’t seen him since they said goodbye after the debrief, after they turned in their maps and their reports. If the Communists didn’t need him on active work, he went under, and according to the grapevine, at present he was focusing all his attention on being Priest’s handler. He had as much as admitted to the role last October, even though he had refused to offer Celia any concrete details.

Celia poured the water into her tea. When she set the kettle back onto the stove, she dropped it too hard, making a loud metallic bang. Damn it, Oliver. It was so typical of him to go off the grid without a single note. As if everyone else in the world was secondary to the mission and he got to decide when they were pulled back into his life.

Celia was so focused on bringing her tea out of the kitchen that she didn’t glance up when she spotted someone in her periphery, standing before the front desk. The first matter at hand was setting the tea down.

“Hello,” she greeted. “Give me one moment—”

The cup made contact with the desk. She turned her attention to the visitor.

And immediately spilled her tea.

“Sweetheart,” Oliver said, “you don’t have to get so flustered to see me.”

Celia scrambled to reach for a towelette, tossing it onto the spill before it could creep any larger and stain the papers. Half the cup had splashed before she righted it. Thankfully, most of the official files were off to the side.

Merde. It was as if she had summoned him by thought. Then again, she was thinking about him constantly with steam blowing out of her ears, so by mere statistics, it made sense that one of the instances would coincide with him actually showing up.

“I was startled,” she insisted. She switched to French, afraid that the higher-ups could hear her inside their offices. “What are you doing here? I don’t hear from you for weeks, and then you appear out of the blue? Bah, what’s wrong with you?”

Oliver tilted his head. His hair had gotten longer at the ends, curling around his ears in a manner that made him resemble his younger brother to a disturbing degree. It wasn’t only the hair—he was dressed in a Western suit, too. Celia’s first instinct was to suppose that he had just come from trying to blend in somewhere, a costume fit for a social call in the Concessions. But Oliver Hong had been born the eldest son to an elite family. This was how he had looked growing up. She was only accustomed to what she perceived as his usual manner of dress because they were often undercover somewhere rural.

“You sound angry,” Oliver remarked plainly. His French in return was equally quick, the easy transition typical of someone who had grown up in Paris. When Shanghai’s parents sent their children overseas, this was exactly what they hoped for, every elite circle desperate to endure foreign intrusion by competing against each other on how many languages their offspring could speak.

“You know, Oliver”—Celia slapped her hand down, leaning forward—“it is really hard to provoke my temper, but somehow you are incredibly good at it.”

The faintest hint of a smile tugged at his lips. “I have missed you quite fiercely.”

Celia’s heart skipped a beat. Her damn mission partner was impossible. He had declared his love for her, found no good time to talk about it, and then disappeared off the face of this earth. It wasn’t as if she could have called him. He was the one who went quiet while she was the one located at the same place day in and day out, sitting at this front desk, twiddling her thumbs.

“That’s too bad.” With a harrumph, she dropped into her chair, picking up a random stack of papers and shuffling them. “I haven’t missed you in the slightest.”

Lies. A whole mouthful of lies.

Oliver furrowed his brow. “Celia,” he said.

She plopped the papers down. “Do you think people should simply languish around waiting to be contacted? Is that how you view your colleagues?”

“Celia,” he tried again. “I don’t understand. I always go dark between assignments. My risk of being tracked in this city is sky-high.”

“Yes—well…” That was before whatever this is between us turned so perplexing.

She could hardly say that aloud. Maybe Oliver knew what she was thinking when she let the silence draw long.

He straightened his sleeves. There was a briefcase dangling from his other hand, which she hadn’t noticed before.

“Don’t be angry, sweetheart,” Oliver said. “Please?”

Celia thinned her lips. Glared up at him. The expression didn’t hold for more than a few seconds before she was relenting, her eyes turning soft.

“Okay. Why are you here?”

“I am very glad you asked.” He lifted his briefcase onto the desk. “We have a new task.”

Celia hadn’t expected this. Usually they were called in together to be posted to their next mission. “And they told you first?”

“They wanted me to bring you the details. They’re probably trying to lessen the likelihood of you declining the assignment.”

This was starting to sound concerning. “And why would I decline?”

“To be frank, I think they’re using you.” Oliver opened the briefcase and slid out a large poster. Though it was a sketch, she recognized the subject immediately. Rosalind. “Here is our assignment.”

“My sister?” Celia blinked. She tugged a corner of the poster, reading the words.

LADY FORTUNE’S NATIONAL TOUR

This was mind-boggling. First the Nationalists sat her in the corner on time-out. Then they used her for their propaganda.

“Your sister,” Oliver confirmed. She didn’t think she was imagining the waver in his voice. His own brother was off somewhere outside the city, memory erased and being used as a weapon.

“There’s no way she agreed to a national tour. Rosalind cannot stand politics.”

Oliver peered over the desk. He plucked up a pen, then flicked off its lid. “Actually, assuming our information is correct, she volunteered. Did you know the Kuomintang were about to decommission her? They leaked her identity to the press when Orion’s news went wide and took that excuse to brush her out of the ranks before she caused too much trouble.”

Meet the infamous figure you have only heard stories about, the description on the poster read.

“Then what is this?” Celia asked, still lagging behind on the information. She hadn’t seen Rosalind in two weeks; it was too hard coming in and out of her apartment during the dead of night when the reporters weren’t watching. The papers were already shouting that Rosalind Lang was alive and had survived the collapse of gangster rule. The last thing Celia needed was the reporters recognizing her, too, and comparing the sighting to old Scarlet photos, when she was still using Kathleen’s name, because if the columns started declaring that Kathleen Lang was alive too, then that was going to start messing with her job.

“It’s a tactic,” Oliver answered. He circled the touring locations. “Your sister gave them something they couldn’t resist. Now they have a prime narrative. A Chinese assassin who has been wiping out imperialists and traitors. Builds wartime morale.”

Celia crossed her arms. Stared at her sister’s sketched portrait.

“We are not even at war yet,” she muttered. “Foreign war, that is. I don’t think the civil war would get boosted much by this narrative.”

Besides, Rosalind had no pride in her work. She didn’t see it as a glorious duty. These few years, all she had been doing was punishing herself. So by volunteering for a national tour…

It clicked.

“Oh,” Celia said. She looked up. Oliver was already watching her. “She’s using this opportunity to go after Orion.”

He nodded. “And lucky us: while the Nationalists have abandoned Orion, our central command wants him secured. Which means our mission is to follow Rosalind until she gets him, then snatch him away.”

Christ. Celia really did have half a mind to say no.

“Surely there are less risky maneuvers?” Her arms tightened around herself. “Didn’t we already secure the man from the hospital? The one who received the first successful run of your mother’s final invention?”

She had heard about all this secondhand, having been out of the city when the events were occurring. It was Alisa who had taken the man to safety after a brainwashed Orion struck him with the concoction, though she had dropped off the grid afterward. That final man was the only experiment who lived. Everyone else prior hadn’t survived, left out on the streets and labeled a victim of the chemical killings before the city realized this was no ordinary serial killer but rather a callous scientific endeavor. Every vial of the successful enhancement concoction created thereafter had been destroyed under Rosalind’s hand—except for one that Alisa Montagova was hiding, somewhere in the countryside.

“You haven’t heard yet?” Oliver set the pen down. “He was assassinated shortly after we took him. Poisoned. Nationalist hit, obviously.”

Celia winced. “Who’d they send with Fortune out of commission?”

“Could be anyone. Plenty of poison assassins in this city.”

The Nationalists would rather wipe out assets than let the Communists land them. The Communists were willing to go after assets to the ends of the earth if it meant an advantage on the battlefield. And all the while, their foreign enemies crept farther and farther into the country.

“This is so absurd,” Celia muttered, eyeing the poster of Rosalind again. “Do they suppose we have some sort of advantage? That we are likelier to contain our own siblings?”

In the past it was difficult for their side’s spies to keep tabs on Fortune because she was an undercover entity. Even if they knew she was Rosalind Lang, the rest of the city assumed Rosalind dead, which meant information traveled about Fortune, not Rosalind. With her identity exposed, there was no escaping the onslaught of information. There was also no chance for Celia to squirm out of this, because she used to claim that Rosalind had disappeared and would refuse communication, but now… well, her superiors would know when she was lying.

“I’m sure your sister is less likely to hurt you if we end up in conflict,” Oliver answered, ever blunt. “Orion, on the other hand—he was quite happy to throw a punch in my direction before our mother wiped his mind.”

“Stop that.” Celia untangled her arms, setting her hands on her hips instead. “Oliver… you cannot possibly be okay with this.”

She could stomach merely following after Rosalind. Depending on how their cards fell, it might even be nice to watch out for her and protect her, not that she needed it. The matter became something else entirely when their next step was to capture Oliver’s brother for whatever intentions their central command had.

For a moment, Oliver didn’t answer, his gaze leveled on the poster. When he looked up, his expression was inscrutable.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “They want us to leave as soon as possible so that we reach her second tour stop before she does. Are you ready? I have the car waiting downstairs.”

She wished he would talk to her. Oliver had operated for so long understanding secrecy to be the line between life and death that she wondered if he even knew that he was allowed to talk to her.

“I need to pack a bag,” Celia said. “Drive me to the safe house first?”

“Of course.”

Celia put up a BACK IN TEN MINUTES! sign. She would not be back anytime soon, but these liaison stations were used to agents swapping out frequently. Someone else would be by in the next hour.

“What is it that they say about siblings?” she grumbled, waving Oliver along and gesturing that they could hurry now. The sun was going down soon. Night falling in cover for operatives to fetch their battle gear and return to the intelligence field. “We can’t pick the ones we need to chase across province lines.”
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To nobody’s surprise, Phoebe Hong was not a big fan of her house these days.

Voices echoed too loudly in the hallways. The bedrooms had started developing a rancid sort of smell no matter how much she opened the windows and aired out the space, as if the carpets were sensing their lack of use and had started to languish on their own. She used to love the way the chandeliers twinkled at full brightness. One of her earliest memories, long before leaving for London, was an occasion when her mother had put her in a sparkly dress, and she had twirled and twirled under the lights, spinning so fast that everything blended into glitter and blots.

Now the hallways were so empty that Phoebe was afraid to go to the kitchen at night for a glass of water, reverting to a child again fearing some monster in the dark corners. So many bedrooms and yet only two were being used.

It was a matter of time before someone came to collect the house as an asset. Her father had been imprisoned. Her mother was a national traitor. Her eldest brother publicly worked for the enemy faction, and her second brother wasn’t even himself anymore. Sooner or later, the government would find an excuse to seize everything under the Hong name for national security. She supposed she and Ah Dou had to enjoy what limited time they had left in this vast space.

“I’m heading out!” she called.

The elderly housekeeper was dusting a vase in the foyer. He dusted a lot these days—possibly because there was nothing better to do. Phoebe had her meals outside the house, went about most of the day prancing around this big city and returning only when night fell and she needed a place to sleep. She almost felt guilty sometimes, abandoning Ah Dou to suffer this silence alone. Even the last maid had left. What was once a whole household staff had dwindled to one white-bearded man keeping up a constant stream of tea from the kitchen.

“Don’t return too late,” Ah Dou called kindly.

Phoebe shut the door after herself. Silas was waiting in the driveway, having parked his car and clambered out in the time she had taken to get ready. His hands were in his trouser pockets. His whole frame was slouched, his ankles crossed, leaning on the front hood and staring off into space.

“Have you been waiting long?”

Silas jumped at the sound of her voice, his eyes snapping in her direction. It was odd to see him distracted. Attentiveness was one of Silas’s most discerning traits.

“Not long,” he said.

The pinkness of his nose indicated otherwise. Phoebe stopped in front of him, then reached up to flick his cheek. “You had the warmth of your car, and you chose to stand outside? It’s freezing.”

Temperatures had been plummeting these last few days. Usually, the garden would smell fragrant, its rosebushes and magnolia trees waving with the wind and greeting every visitor coming up the driveway. Today there was only the scent of cold and the threat of snow that could shake out from the skies at any moment.

Silas smiled weakly. He pushed off the hood, then started toward the driver’s seat. “I needed the air. Ready?”

Phoebe opened the passenger seat. Grimaced. There was a bag of tape recordings already hogging the seat.

“What’s on your mind?” she asked.

“You mean other than Rosalind sending herself on tour so she can chase after Orion alone? Only the usual.”

It was still strange to hear her referred to as Rosalind in English. For the entire time they had known her, Orion’s pretend wife had been named Janie Mead. Then the arrests had happened at Seagreen, and while their government hauled in the imperialists contributing to a conspiracy that killed numerous people on Chinese territory, Orion had been taken in as the prime perpetrator, and Rosalind had been exposed for her true identity.

“I don’t know. You look a little more intense than usual.”

Phoebe lugged the bag into the back. She recognized where these tapes had come from. She was careful to keep her face neutral.

“Do I?” Silas was already pressing the ignition, his voice sounding distracted too. “I am scheming. I don’t like Rosalind taking on the entire responsibility of doing something.”

They had had this conversation multiple times since the news of Rosalind’s tour went public, but they weren’t getting anywhere with it. This flailing, helpless feeling between them had been even worse back when Rosalind was stuck under house arrest, because Phoebe and Silas weren’t, and they should have had plenty of schemes up their sleeves. But what could they really do except mull around and complain? This wasn’t a fun jaunt to sneak into a bar. This wasn’t Silas and Phoebe plotting as children to pull a fast one over Orion’s head when the three of them lived in London.

If anyone played their hand wrong here, this was international war.

Phoebe slid into the passenger seat. It would be a short drive into the International Settlement, where they were going to see a film. On the outside, they were making an ordinary excursion, one that Silas had suggested so they could get their mind off Orion’s predicament. In reality, Phoebe knew that Silas was dropping off a correspondence in his work as Shepherd: a triple-agent publicly associated with the Nationalists, pretending to defect to the Communists while reporting back with the intelligence he acquired. He hadn’t told her much about his continued work trying to draw Priest out into the open. But there was a letter addressed to Priest waiting in his pocket.

Phoebe knew this because she was Priest.

“There is something I should tell you,” Silas said. He pulled onto the road. “We got confirmation today that your brother Oliver is Priest’s handler.”

The car drove over a bump. Phoebe stilled. It was as if he had heard the direction of her thoughts, but she knew Silas didn’t suspect her. He was only telling her this information out of concern over her connection to Oliver.

If he suspected her for so much as a second, they wouldn’t be having this conversation at all. Silas had grown obsessed with trying to find Priest in these few months. Before everything went so wrong, it had only been his assignment. His mission—an aspect of his work life that he could set aside on his off hours.

“Why are you telling me this?” Phoebe asked, a hint of animosity entering her voice. Perhaps they had discussed over and over again their inability to save Orion, but they had disagreed even more over Silas’s foolish plan to combat their stasis. After his best friend and her brother got yanked away, Silas had decided he had one course toward a solution: Priest. Now there was no waking minute where he wasn’t hunting this mysterious assassin down. She hated it. Not because he was anywhere close to discovering her secret identity, but because Silas didn’t feel like Silas these days.

He cast a glance over. Silas’s expression remained composed even while Phoebe bristled, though his attention promptly returned to the road when a light changed red ahead.

“I know you don’t believe me, but Priest must have some stock in this. Remember what Rosalind said?”

“Yes,” Phoebe huffed, “I remember.”

Priest had shown up to the final conflict at Warehouse 34. Had taken out all the soldiers there and left Rosalind and Orion alone, even though she was a Communist and they were Nationalists. Instead of making important hits for the civil war, she had disappeared into the shadows.

To Silas, unveiling Priest would mean finding and recruiting some powerful entity who could single-handedly save Orion.

If only he would realize it wasn’t that easy. That sometimes mysterious assassins kept their identities hidden under ten layers of security not because they were all-powerful fighters but because they had signed on to the opposite side only to protect older brothers who were intent on working the covert branch for the Nationalists.

Now Phoebe had lost Orion anyway.

Some protective little-sister assassin she was.

“I don’t understand what your resistance to this is,” Silas said. The light turned green. He pressed forward on the accelerator.

“My resistance”—Phoebe heard the clatter of the tapes in the back seat falling over one another—“is that you are putting far too much trust into an operative you know nothing about. An enemy who has every reason to kill you if you slip up and your true loyalties come out.”

“She won’t,” Silas replied in an instant.

Phoebe’s temper flared. She knew that she and Priest were one and the same. But Silas didn’t. What was it about Priest that deserved his unwavering belief like this?

“I just remembered that I need to get fitted for a dress,” Phoebe said abruptly. “Can you let me off?”

Silas blinked. “What?”

“Right here,” she insisted with a flounce. “The shop is the next street over, but it’s a one-way road. So you can let me off here.”

The wonderful thing about Silas was that he rarely argued. Or maybe that was a terrible thing, because he was so quick to agree with anything Phoebe said that she never quite knew what was going on in that head of his.

The only thing she couldn’t seem to get through to him about was Priest.

Silas stopped the car, pulling close to the pavement. Phoebe inhaled tightly. They sat for a moment, the car’s engine fading quiet.

“I didn’t bring up Oliver to upset you,” Silas said. He had misattributed her reaction. “It is only that if we can use whatever we have available at our disposal, we can help Orion.”

Pit one brother against the other. The little sister caught in the middle. That had been the last four years of her life, and Phoebe was endlessly tired of her own family being the epicenter of a war.

“It’s not…” She turned to Silas, trailing off with frustration. His eyes were wide, deep brown behind those thick glasses, a barrier keeping back the swirl of unrest that she might have been imagining. Without thinking, she reached to push his glasses up, sliding them along his nose in a familiar move.

Her hand lingered. She wasn’t sure what she was doing. A weightlessness had started in her chest.

Phoebe made a fist, yanking her arm away. “I will call you,” she said. “Thank you for driving me.”

Before Silas could say a word in protest or agreement, she got out of the car and hurried off.



The orphanage located at a small church in the French Concession had become Dao Feng’s hideout. By virtue of that fact, it had also become his communications base, and since Dao Feng had been assigned as her second handler since his official defection to the Communists, that was where Phoebe went to find him. Oliver had said goodbye to her a few days ago to begin a new assignment. He was handing over all duties to Dao Feng.

Phoebe’s shoes clacked loudly over the path, coming around the church building into the backyard. “We need to boot him out.”

Dao Feng looked up from where he was sitting, a straw hat on his head and gloves on his hands. He had a block of wood squeezed between his legs, working with a little penknife to shave out what appeared to be a carving of a dragon. So far it was looking more like a garden-variety lizard.

Phoebe paused, her brow furrowing before Dao Feng could answer. “And are you not cold?”

“I have braved elements much fiercer than the cold,” Dao Feng replied. His shirtsleeves were cuffed at his upper arms. He looked nothing like a high-ranking covert agent and more like an aging film star on a retreat at his holiday house. “Who are we booting out?”

“You know who.” Phoebe’s skirts puffed as she stomped her foot. “Silas. Wu Xielian. Shepherd. Magician.”

Throwing out his second code name seemed to scare the trees. They sprinkled down a thin smattering of ice, all the dew that had collected in the night and frozen in the morning. Diamonds dusted the backyard grass, settling into place while the wind blew at the tire swing hanging from the nearest tree branch. No one within the Nationalists knew about Silas’s Communist code name after his false defection. It was a way to make sure he didn’t get caught as a true triple agent in the event that he was suspected.

Anyone who knew was a Communist. Like Phoebe.

“Whatever for?” Dao Feng asked calmly. “Last you reported, he was nowhere near your identity.”

“But he is getting closer and closer.” With every time Priest needed to respond to a correspondence to feign that nothing was wrong. With every time Phoebe had to listen to him piece together what he thought were clues: her feminine voice on the tapes, the scuff marks on the bags, the delays in getting back to him. “He needs to be shaken out of our ranks and his communication with Priest taken away. In a way that is natural, so he does not think Priest was ever onto him.”

“Hong Feiyi,” Dao Feng said. He flicked off a piece of wood shaving. “Do you want central command finding out that he is still a Nationalist? Because that’s how you get central command aiming a sniper at his head.”

“Not necessarily—”

“What excuse do you have for restricting his access to Priest? Short of suspecting his loyalties. Go on.”

Phoebe’s mouth opened, ready to argue. Seconds later, it snapped closed again, because she had no answer. Central command needed explanations for the decisions their agents made. They were at war, and there was no room for messing up, or else their entire faction would be obliterated.

Phoebe pinched the bridge of her nose. Her eldest brother, Oliver, chose his loyalties by following what he believed. Four years ago, shortly after he walked out on the family, he offered her the chance to join him, and she was won over easily because she had liked the allure of having the other side’s information by becoming the other side. It was a brilliant way to stay one step ahead, to keep them from harming Orion if she occupied enemy lines watching for missiles locking upon him. In that time, she had foiled two attempts on his life simply by messing with the directive when it moved along the command line. Oliver kept her identity protected. No one suspected any foul play from secret family members.

Some nights Phoebe did wonder why she played such a complicated game when it would have been easier to sit out and let her brother look after himself. He was smart enough to escape attempts on his life, surely; not every assassin was as good as she was. In truth, though, her work had started because she missed her mother, and the last promise Phoebe had made her was a child’s vow that she would look after Orion. And somehow, because fate liked laughing in her face, it was her own mother who had then resurrected from the assumed dead and caused Orion the most harm.

Phoebe swung her arms along her sides suddenly, filled with fretful energy. So there was nothing to do. Nothing except for Phoebe—for Priest—to do everything in her power to avoid capture.

“What if I just told him?”

Dao Feng’s penknife stopped. He almost hacked off his garden lizard’s tail. “Say that again. I think I may have misheard you.”

“I am spending all this time keeping my identity from Silas while he investigates on behalf of the Nationalists,” Phoebe elaborated. “What if I told him? What if I asked him to give up on his search?”

Another gust of wind blew more ice onto the grass. Dao Feng set his miniature carving knife down. He laced his fingers together, then rested his arms upon his raised knees.

“Then I have a question in response,” he said evenly. “Do you have full-hearted trust that he would defy everything to follow you instead?”

No.

The answer came quickly. Phoebe winced, too stubborn to voice that one word upon her tongue. But indeed, no—she couldn’t claim that he would follow her, because if she was already having trouble convincing him to lay off this search for Priest, then who was to say whether he would listen when she told him her reasoning? For as long as there was the slightest risk that Silas would turn her in to the Nationalists after she admitted the truth, she couldn’t do it.

“I think he could,” Phoebe said weakly.

“I think he could is not the same as a firm he would,” Dao Feng replied. “Trust me, Hong Feiyi. It is difficult to keep people in the dark, I know, but it keeps them from having to make difficult decisions. And more often than not, you won’t like the decision they end up making.”

Her handler turned back to his wood carving. She wondered if he was thinking about Rosalind and Orion. Two of his charges, whom he had abandoned when his identity started to slip. Would either of them have reported him for being a double agent? It was hard to say. Loyalty was a complicated thing. There was nothing stopping Dao Feng from reporting Silas to the Communists himself. They didn’t need to wait for central command to find out; if anything, it made them bad Communists to fail to report a spy in their midst. But people were more complicated than how political allegiances looked on paper; people protected one another in ways that made no sense and held on to larger beliefs even while committing smaller infractions along the way.

“So I must keep stringing him along.”

“Dear girl.” Dao Feng leaned back. Up on the tree branch, a bird cawed into the weak daytime sun. “In the grand scheme of this war we are fighting, it could be much worse.”

“Yes,” Phoebe agreed. “It could be worse. It could be that my brother is out in the middle of God-knows-where, and I can’t do a thing to help him while I am being chased down from every side by a friend who thinks I can.”

Dao Feng’s expression twisted. He finally released the log of wood from between his legs and let it roll through the grass, the collected shavings and dust sprinkling back into the garden.

“How is your latest assignment going?”

Phoebe frowned. Was he trying to change the subject?

“We hit a wall, but I’m still looking,” she answered nevertheless. “He may have caught wind of his buddies getting sniped and fled.”

“Put that on pause, then.” Dao Feng drummed his fingers on his knees. “I have a suggestion.”

Phoebe hurried to sink to the ground, sitting beside her handler as though he were going to tell her a bedtime story. There was something about his tone that incited immediate intrigue. It didn’t seem like this was an official task allocation. This sounded mysterious.

“If you are going to tell me that Oliver has been assigned to track Orion, I know,” Phoebe said. “Perhaps it would be wise for me to follow…?”

Dao Feng shook his head. “No, Feiyi. What more would you contribute that Oliver isn’t already handling? There’s another route you can take instead.”

Phoebe had clearly already been curious, but now she was almost to the point of bursting.

“The way I remember it,” Dao Feng continued, “your mother was recruited into the Kuomintang’s earliest experiments because she had previously done work on that front. She led the endeavor, and then, when the Kuomintang’s higher command cleaved the resources from her, she tried her next round on Orion. What does that tell you?”

“She wasn’t afraid of it failing,” Phoebe answered easily.

“Right.” A bird landed beside Dao Feng. He tossed a blade of grass at it, and the creature fluttered off. “Why? How much had she already advanced? What more is there hiding behind this?”

Phoebe understood now. If Oliver was on the chase for Orion, then there was only one critical path left for her to cover.

“You want me looking into my mother.”

“I know you work with targets more than you do intelligence, never mind historical background intelligence, but I think you could do it.” Dao Feng paused. “Let people see what they need when you go digging. Find what they’re hiding when their guard goes down. You’ll do great.”

Phoebe beamed. Sure, she was no intelligence operative, but people letting their guards down around her was her prime specialty. She had been making use of it all her life, had been exploiting the way the world saw her since the moment she was born.

“Yes, I’ll do great,” she echoed.

Dao Feng nodded. “Do a search into your mother’s past, see what comes up,” he went on. “Even if your eldest brother is successful, I fear it is not that easy to reverse something strange in the mind. If at any point this seems too much, though—”

“No,” Phoebe cut in. “I accept the mission.”
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