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   “The best leader is one who has good sense enough to pick the right people to do what he wants done, and self-restraint enough to keep from meddling with them while they do it.” 
 
    ― Theodore Roosevelt 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Prologue: 
 
    Aboard Presidential Airship Rough Rider 
 
    (Presidential Air Yacht—Airship One) 
 
    Approaching San Diego, California 
 
    September 26th, 1922 A.D., 1922b 
 
    Point of Departure plus ten years 
 
    Theodore Roosevelt had never liked administrative work, but he was very good at it… and it was still entrancing to do it here, in the glassed-in front section of the main deck of the Rough Rider, which he’d designated as his office when American National Airways designed this great craft for him and delivered it just in time for the final month of touring before the 1920 election. 
 
    Which demonstrated—graphically, to every eye that saw—how America leads the world in aviation under the New Nationalism, he thought. And I admit, I always did like playing with a new toy. 
 
    He was head of the PRP—the Progressive Republican Party—and President of a progressive America striding confidently into the future. It was only fitting that he should have a means of travel by air. He’d intended a career in the sciences as a youngster, before politics claimed him, and followed new discoveries closely all his life; he’d been the first American president to fly, and the first to drive an auto… the first to really understand the changes the modern world was bringing to every aspect of war and industry and everyday life. 
 
    The seven hundred and fifty feet of the Rough Rider were clad in shining aluminum-alloy sheets over its simplified internal skeleton rather than doped fabric, a novelty that made it lighter and stronger and fireproof as well. 
 
    No more storing flammable hydrogen in flammable containers… and nowadays I can even broadcast my voice from here into the homes of the people! There are more and more radio-receivers in American homes every month; in a few years nearly everyone will have one. 
 
    And here he could stand with the horseshoe-shape of glass around him. Once you were used to the muted drone of the engines—less noise than an automobile—it was impressively quiet, quieter even than the creak of a wooden sailing-skiff. 
 
    Like standing on a magic carpet from a children’s tale, he thought. And the views! 
 
    Standing there while the airship sailed cloud canyons blinding-white or dark and laced with blue lightning or shadowed and lit by the moon. Or while a storm lashed rain and hail against the panes, or while the great craft threaded mountain chasms that reduced it… and him… to an insignificance that was as profound as sleeping beneath sequoias and reminded him of the frozen infinity of the winter plains in the Dakotas. 
 
    He turned his swivel-chair to look out the semicircle of inward-slanting, eighteen-foot windows that folded around the big U-shaped room while his new confidential secretary—she was a Miss Francis Perkins, just transferred from the Department of Education to the executive service in the White House and highly recommended—caught up with the series of memos he was dictating. 
 
    How marvelous. It gives me a whole new way to see this vast country of ours! Like a map, but alive, alive. 
 
    They were on the approach to San Diego now, on a brilliant fall afternoon. From twelve hundred feet he could see the brown and sage-green hills ending against the white-blue line of the sea, the lush garden-spots around Balboa Park and ribbons of green between the mesas, and the long narrow harbor… and the Navy squadron that was the ostensible (and to himself also enjoyable) reason for his visit here. 
 
    More new toys! he thought wryly. If you don’t have at least a smidgeon of self-knowledge at sixty-four, you are never going to get any. 
 
    The six battleships and the aeroplane-carrier and their attendant cruisers, destroyers, oilers and support ships sat below him in the great new Naval docks. All about to depart for Manila and the front line of the Oceanian Alliance’s uneasy peace with… peace against, you might say, a cold peace… the vastly enlarged realm of Dai-Nippon. 
 
    The aeroplane-carrier USS Ulysses Grant was new of course, radical and alien with the eye-catching oddness of the stark bare nine-hundred-foot-by-one-fifty rectangle of its flight deck and the offset island superstructure and stacks, though right now the space was crowded with the full complement of dive-bombers and torpedo-bombers and the latest Curtis Puma Mk. VI fighting-scouts, all on deck for the ceremony. 
 
    Two of the battleships were also just through their shakedown cruises, and they were the most powerful naval units in the world. Colorado-class: the ship herself and the Alberta, named for one of the new States he’d brought into the sheltering arms of the Union when London was destroyed by German V-gas, giant swift sleek predators of the waves. Sixty thousand tons, thirty knots, oil-fired turbo-electric drive, anti-torpedo bulges and the new bulb-bow Taylor hull form below the waterline, twelve sixteen-inch guns in four massive turrets, and bristling with anti-aeroplane armament and the antennae of Telemobiloscopes that could probe the darkest night or the farthest sky out to the horizon and beyond. 
 
    The armored fist of the Republic, raised against any threat, an Eagle shield for my people. 
 
    He’d attended their gunnery trials himself, and pressed the FIRE key from the bridge, feeling a rush of pride… and, he admitted to himself, a bit of a ten-year-old boy’s sheer delight in making an enormous world-shaking noise as a dozen massive shells slammed out into the distance and the vast ship heeled under the hammer-blows of recoil. 
 
    And there was the Devastator. 
 
    Officially in the antiseptic terminology of military bureaucracy she was a bombardment monitor… 
 
    He scowled a moment at the sight, hating the necessity for her and her sisters; she was about the same size as the aeroplane-carrier and even odder-looking, with the funnel and bridge right at the stern, and only a few token anti-aeroplane guns. The real weapons were on the scores of low sloping ramps that pointed towards the bow, and stacked in the magazines below—the Lufttorpedos. 
 
    Sky-Torpedoes. 
 
    Another German invention, brought in right at the end of the Great War, after Zeppelin bombers no longer stood a chance against fighting-scout aeroplanes. They even looked like a torpedo, a bluntly pointed metal cylinder, though the shell was aluminum. With a propeller at the rear too, though a bigger one than their watery kin; fins and a single high wing and fuel tank were added to make them into the bastard offspring of a bird and a snake. 
 
    A rocket bottle would kick them up the ramp, to above stall speed, and the rear-mounted engine would keep them going—or the latest version, out to around two hundred and fifty miles in a bit over two hours. 
 
    The gyro-electric principle of the guidance system had been invented by an American named Sperry before the war, but Germany had been first to put all the elements together. It would fly blindly through the air… through the night… to rain death on the target, or at least its general area, the wing knocked clear by explosive bolts when the engine fell silent, arching down out of darkness. A thousand pounds in the warhead, and the aptly-named Devastator carried a thousand of them. Special submarines bore smaller but still deadly numbers. 
 
    With high explosive, they could devastate a large city at a single massive blow, like a blind sledgehammer from the sky, like hot steel rain. 
 
    With five hundred tons of V-gas on a large city… the deaths of millions. Many millions. 
 
    Annihilation. 
 
    V-gas. Vernichtungsgas. Annihilation gas. Horror-gas. The devil’s instrument and the devil’s own luck. Without it, we would have won the Great War, beaten Germany to powder by 1918 at the latest. With it… the world we have instead. Stalemate. 
 
    The world went on, and the work of the day; it was his job to see it went well for America. He shook off the sudden flash of darkness. 
 
    Instead he swiveled back and spoke to young Miss Perkins, who’d draft everything into formal language for him to look over before the final result was sent. It was still a little odd to see a woman in such a job—and with skirts fully four inches above the ankle, not even covering all the calves! And over legs sheathed in nothing but transparent silk! 
 
    Still, if it’s to be done, best do it right. After all, when the Old Guard turned the Woman’s Suffrage Amendment into an Equal Rights one in 1913, and thought that such committee trickery would kill it and I’d back down, and everyone else… well, everyone else but Jane… wanted to… I insisted we fight it through. Because it only said the same things I argued for in my senior thesis at Harvard back in… Good Lord, 1880! Forty years and more! 
 
    “Next, Miss Perkins: To Senator Whitby of the Appropriations Committee: Senator, we have no alternative to urgently enlarging the Panama Canal. The whole point of the canal was to be able to shift our fleet from one coast to the other safely without going around Cape Horn, and the latest Navy ships are too large for the present one. Warship tonnages have increased much more rapidly than anticipated and merchant ships are sure to follow. And this time we’ll plan for future growth, so we don’t have to waste money and do it over again in another five or six years, you blithering, cheeseparing, penny-wise-dollar-foolish dolt, and if you don’t shut up about it, you’re going to learn just exactly why we put the recall provision for all federal judges and legislators in that Amendment in ‘13.” 
 
    Perkins’ eyes bulged a little at that, and Roosevelt took pity on her. Youthful idealism was a precious resource… though the youngsters also needed to learn that politics was a rough game. 
 
    “Make that last part more diplomatic, Miss Perkins, but unmistakable.” 
 
    Whitby will fold, he thought coldly, with the experience of decades judging men. 
 
    The Senator might hanker in his heart after the old days when his ilk could be independent chieftains who must be courted and flattered, but his head knew better. Plus he knew the man, and speaking of his anatomy and the organs thereof… 
 
    I could carve a better backbone than his out of a ripe banana. 
 
    His mind ticked down a list; he’d always been able to read quickly, and remember nearly all of it verbatim whenever he needed it, even years later. 
 
    “Next: To the Chairman of the Association of Coal-Mine Operators, use the usual formulas of greeting, note that it’s a reply to their latest protest about the Wage Board arbitration awards, and then just three words—nothing else: American National Railways.” 
 
    Back early in the century during his first Administration he’d cut his teeth settling a hard-fought strike in the anthracite mines, and it had formed his view of big business’ political acumen, or lack thereof; his opinion of their morals had already been rather low. Nationalizing the railways had been done as an emergency measure in 1913 because the companies so thoroughly botched the job of moving troops during the first months of the Mexican Intervention. Popular feeling had been running very high… and American National Railways had worked out much better than he feared. 
 
    And it had given him a useful horrid example ever since. The Party’s militants loved giant smoothly-organized operations, and admired their administrators and engineers… But the big capitalists who owned the firms? Them, not nearly so much. The days when moguls like J.P. Morgan had casually assumed that they could treat with the President of the United States as an equal were long gone. 
 
    In point of fact despite the hints from the UMWA he very much didn’t want to nationalize the coal mines… 
 
    I know civil servants too well to want it. But the mineowners don’t know that. 
 
    The coal magnates’ own delusional fears of Red Ted would make them think he did, and be very anxious indeed not to provoke him. 
 
    “Next. To the Secretary of Education: Dear Jane, I completely agree that the school-lunch bill’s time has come… long overdue, in fact. It is a disgrace and a threat to the future of the United States and the American people that there are still schoolchildren, any schoolchildren, coming to lessons too hungry to learn well, not to mention building strong bodies and minds to serve America, and the evidence your people have dug up is incontrovertible. Bully! Have your staff draft the appropriate proposals and send them to me; if anyone tries to obstruct you, quote me as saying they’ll be very unhappy indeed if they have to come and get it again from the horse’s mouth.” 
 
    And it’ll help with the surplus crops problem Henry Wallace over at Agriculture is on about. Who would have thought it—feeding hungry children good solid midday meals with meat and milk and vegetables and bread and butter and an apple or an orange or a peach is a solution to agricultural overproduction! No doubt some professor of economics can justify it ex post facto with graphs and equations. I recall Jesus having something to say on the subject as well. 
 
    Another mental item to tick off, saving the most delicate for last: 
 
    “Next. To the Secretary of Agriculture: Dear Henry, I agree that the point of our land reform program in the South is to make the former sharecroppers and tenants into independent yeomen like your neighbors in Iowa, not government dependents…” 
 
    Not to mention turning them into loyal PRP voters. 
 
    He thought hard before he went on. Henry Cantwell Wallace was a good Party man, and very able at implementing the crucially important Country Life Program that was transforming daily existence for a third of the American people… but a little touchy about his modest roots in microscopic Winterset, lost in the endless grid-divided green-and-gold rustle of the Midwestern corn-belt. 
 
    A place and people who are a fundamental pillar of our strength, yet so easy to forget from the vantage of the great cities. But in reaction Henry tends to try and treat all rural areas as if they were Iowa… which they are not… or as if they could be the Iowa of his hopes and dreams… and that they cannot be. 
 
    He continued aloud after a second’s pause: “But a man has to walk before he can run, and they’ll need help… and oversight… for some time on the Credit Unions, and the cooperatives for ginning their cotton, selling it and buying supplies. It’s very important there be no scandals. Festina Lente; more haste, less speed.” 
 
    Now to sweeten the pill a bit, and it’s a good idea anyway. 
 
    “I second your excellent notion of appointing George Washington Carver, who I know, as special roving representative for the whole program in Dixie. If… no, Miss Perkins, make that when… we have to tell them something unpleasant rather than continue to bestow a shower of good news, it’ll come better from a man of their own race. But while he’s a brilliant agricultural scientist he’ll need some competent administrative assistants. Booker T. Washington warned me about that, God rest his soul; I suggest you ask Mr. Du Bois for some names. Tell him I said you need some keen and first-rate men for the job, young ones but not too young.” 
 
    Which leaves the notably touchy Mr. Du Bois owing me a favor. 
 
    W.E.B. Du Bois was pretty much the Party’s head of Negro affairs in general since Booker Washington’s death, an increasingly important role now that his re-enfranchised people were the Party’s mainstay in the otherwise-hostile Deep South and had sent Negro Congressmen from several Gulf states and a Senator from South Carolina to the PRP caucus, the first since Roosevelt’s youth during the First Reconstruction. 
 
    Du Bois was a much less agreeable man to the President’s way of thinking, but then Washington had been a friend and ally for a long time. Du Bois was unquestionably a first-rate man, though, even if prickly. 
 
    And a better man to have inside the tent looking out rather than outside looking… glaring… in. 
 
    “And no, it doesn’t matter that your family were friendly with Carver at the University of Iowa; all the better, in fact.” 
 
    He smiled, tilting his face down from the pale expanse of the ceiling to beam at her with a toothy smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Perkins. That will be all for now; I’ll review them tomorrow and you can do up your fair copy for signatures over the next day or two. I know you’re looking forward to dinner with young Lieutenant di Filippo.” 
 
    She gave him a startled look and a smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President!” 
 
    She rose and left, first for her own desk by the entrance where she locked the pad in its secure drawer, but then through the door into the main quarters. A knock followed. 
 
    “Enter,” he said. 
 
    A man came through, a broad-shouldered but slender soldier in his early thirties with an outdoorsman’s weathered tan, close-cropped sun-faded brown hair and wide-spaced blue eyes above a short nose and a long thin-lipped mouth. He wore the formal dress uniform of the US Army, a midnight blue that was almost black, with a Brigadier-General’s single star on either side of the standing collar of his tunic, but his uniform was unadorned otherwise, except for the light blue ribbon with a thirteen-star blazon that bore the Medal of Honor around his neck. The Colt 1911 in the formal holster at his belt was plain and use-worn. 
 
    He saluted crisply. “Mr. President!” 
 
    Roosevelt stood, grunting slightly. He still had a fair bit of muscle in his sixty-fourth year and worked at maintaining it, but he’d also put on a fair amount of weight. And now he was paying for the way he’d pushed his body hard every year since his sickly asthmatic childhood, every strain and tear and broken bone forgotten for two or three decades coming back to haunt him, like the malaria he’d caught in Cuba. 
 
    “At ease, you young scamp,” he said with a grin. 
 
    The younger man relaxed the ramrod brace. “I was a young scamp when Archie and I walked on stilts across the parquet floors in the White House and put your top-hats on the stuffed trophy heads, Father,” he said. “Nowadays I’m an adult scoundrel who’s moved on to real crime.” 
 
    “They say the acorn doesn’t fall far from the tree,” Roosevelt snorted and came around the desk to embrace his eldest son and namesake. 
 
    I am a man lucky in his sons, he thought, feeling the easy strength in the younger man’s arms—the left had finally recovered fully from the troublesome break a German shell near his tank had inflicted years ago. And lucky in their luck. What greater blessing? 
 
    Each of his four boys had fought for America; in the Mexican Intervention for the elder pair, then all of them in the Great War, and all had been wounded but none killed or crippled. They’d thought young Quentin was lost for two days of breathless fear when his fighting-scout went down trailing smoke during a huge furious melee with none other than von Richthofen's Flying Circus, but then the news had come he’d been found by Allied troops unconscious and very battered but alive in his crashed, shot-up Curtis Puma behind the American lines in France… 
 
    And he’d made ‘Ace’, as the young men called it, before the American Expeditionary Force was withdrawn. 
 
    “You’re looking spruce,” he said, holding Theodore Jr. at arm’s length with his hands on his shoulders for a moment. “You’ll need to for the review—Admiral Coonz is a stickler. But a good Progressive.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember he was one of the ones pushing for converting the battle-cruisers on the slipways to the new aeroplane-carriers. We’ll need to work closely while I’m Governor-General of the Philippines and he’s CINC of the Pacific Fleet. On planning for Case Orange particularly.” 
 
    Their eyes met for a moment, and Roosevelt was glad to see sober determination in his son’s gaze, as well as eagerness. He knew the young man had political ambitions—and why not? He’d shown he was forceful, could think clearly under the most intense pressure, and was brave to a fault… 
 
    In fact, reading the citation for that Medal of Honor back in ’14 had made his father swear softly as his flesh crept, and his mother burst into tears. 
 
    Organizing the American Legion for veterans in ’18 had shown he could move men to action in peacetime by his words and force of personality. The job in Manila was a chance to show what he could do as an administrator. If he did well in it, there was no reason he couldn’t be President himself someday, perhaps after a stint in a Cabinet post… Secretary of State or War, say… or nomination as Vice-President in ’28, and in either case in ’32, when the young man was in his prime… 
 
    And I’ll be well past mine! There were the two Adams, father and son Presidents, back a century ago, so there is a precedent. And what I’ve created would be in good hands when I passed the torch. Strong hands, too, ready to carry it forward. My boy has become a very formidable man. 
 
    “You’re young for the Governor’s job,” the elder Roosevelt said. “But I was young to be President—only seven years older than you are now.” 
 
    His wife Edith—who was his most valued advisor, as well as his love and other half—came through the door behind her son, looking summery in the semi-formal outfit she’d wear for the review, her greying hair in a coronet beneath the broad-brimmed hat; no newfangled bobs or those absurd bell-shaped cloches for her. 
 
    With her was John Wilkie, Director of the Secret Service… and the Black Chamber… anonymous in an ordinary three-piece business suit of cream linen, a snappy Panama in one hand, both appropriate for southernmost California’s endless mild warmth. 
 
    “Well, Theodore, you were right. Once you’re used to the heights, this is a very pleasant way to travel. Much less cramped than a railroad, even a private car,” Edith said. “Even with all the people we’ve got along. It’s like being in a flying house, rather like Dorothy except more decorous than being carried off by a tornado.” 
 
    Roosevelt chuckled—they’d both read from those books to their own grandchildren. 
 
    “Glad you think so, my sweet. You look beautiful, as always,” he added sincerely. 
 
    “And you have rumpled yourself, as usual,” she said, twitching at his wing collar and the lapels of his cutaway. “And you, Ted, are leaving us again just a few years after you came back from the war, and you’re taking Eleanor and the grandchildren away with you this time. To the other side of the world!” 
 
    “Mother,” Ted Jr. said. “We’re all going to Manila together on this very airship, from San Francisco. Seventy-five miles an hour twenty-four hours a day—not counting the stopover in Hawaii—” 
 
    “Which is only politically necessary,” his mother said, blinking thoughtfully. 
 
    “This airship could circumnavigate the world with only two stops,” he agreed. “And it’s the Presidential air yacht now, like the Mayflower for sea voyages. And we’re at peace, and it’s not a Presidential election year.” 
 
    “I suppose I could board in Washington or New York for visits, couldn’t I?” she said. 
 
    “Leave Washington on Sunday afternoon, arrive in Manila on Thursday,” Ted Jr. said. 
 
    “That’s more like a… an express train to the West Coast than a sea voyage, really,” Edith said in a musing tone. 
 
    “Faster,” her son said. “Because it can take a straight-line… great-circle… course.” 
 
    Roosevelt had rarely seen his wife nonplussed, but this wasn’t the world they’d grown up in together, where steam locomotives and electrical telegraphs were the symbols of the modern. The telephone had been invented when he was a student at Harvard, moving pictures when he was an up-and-coming Police Commissioner in New York, and the first manned aeroplane flight when he was already in his first term as President. 
 
    She thought my going after the nomination in 1912 was a forlorn hope, and looking back without my dander up she may well have been right—as things were at the start. With Taft as incumbent and the Old Guard united behind him it was a long-shot. But when his heart gave out in his sleep… we were all flabbergasted when that happened, though he was the size of a beached whale… and his Vice-President Sherman already deathly ill… yes, she saw what that meant as fast as anyone. She’s doing the same now. 
 
    “Come any time you’ve got a week or two to spare,” their son said. “Stay with us in the Governor’s residence, or the hill station that Burnham built at Baguio, get away from the East Coast winter and see the sights.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” she said. “It’s just so new to think of such long, long journeys… nearly nine thousand miles, and across the Pacific Ocean… being so quick… though aeroplanes are even faster, I believe.” 
 
    “About twice as fast or even more lately,” her son said. “But it’ll be a long, long time before they have this sort of range or carrying capacity.” 
 
    “Perhaps that’s for the best,” the President said, and saw his wife and son take the meaning. 
 
    If aeroplanes could do it, sky-torpedoes could too—the engineers say they’re potentially faster than fighting-scouts. That could mean intercontinental strikes, from thousands of miles away, not just hundreds. We’d be just as vulnerable as the British are now, and inland cities like Chicago wouldn’t be safe anymore… nobody would be! 
 
    Then Edith rallied: “Theodore, do remember that the Vice-President is supposed to catch the public eye at this review. It’s his home state, and he worked hard on the base construction project.” 
 
    Roosevelt nodded; it was worthwhile to keep Hiram Johnson sweet, especially now that he’d realized that he’d never be President, understandably a bit of a blow. The prospect of a Senate seat or the Party’s nomination for another stint as Governor here in California or a Cabinet post would probably do well enough, or possibly a spell as Plenipotentiary in Mexico City when Henry Cabot Lodge got tired of the job despite its ongoing challenges—it would be a full decade there for him come next July. And the Progressive Republican Party had much stronger discipline than any of the old loose groupings of regional chieftains and city machine bosses glued together mainly by patronage and corruption. 
 
    The Party believed. It was sometimes a little disconcerting how much of that was belief in him. 
 
    He didn’t blame her for the reminder, though: he knew full well that not hogging the limelight was difficult for him. Twenty-two years ago a humorist—one he liked, and who’d later become a personal friend—had used his print persona as a Chicago-Irish barkeep to suggest some alternative titles for The Rough Riders: 
 
    Th’ Biography iv a Hero by One who Knows. Th’ Darin’ Exploits iv a Brave Man by an Actual Eye Witness. If I was him, I’d call th’ book, ‘Alone in Cuba’. 
 
    “That’s why we’re driving north along the new Coastal Highway to San Francisco. Hiram was closely associated with that, too,” the President said. 
 
    He remembered vividly how utterly useless he’d felt during his brief stint as McKinley’s Vice-President, before the assassination, when it had looked like a sentence of political oblivion. The most important thing he’d done in those longest five months of his life, apart from remembering to breathe and maintain a pulse, was saving some dogs on a Rocky Mountain hunting trip by leaping on a cougar, a record-sized male, and stabbing it to death with a Bowie knife, still a fond memory. For just that reason he’d used Hiram Johnson as a sort of Cabinet-member-without-portfolio, overseeing big projects, especially here in the West, and constantly as a political fixer and negotiator in the Party. 
 
    “For that I’m giving up the chance to fly over San Simeon and literally look down from a great height on William Also-Ran-dolph Hearst and that absurd fairytale concoction he’s building there. And Hiram will be there front and center when we dedicate the new Big Sur National Park and Marine Sea-Otter Preserve,” he added. “I’m having him give a speech and pull the cord to reveal the gate, and I intend to be applauding energetically in the background for the photographers and newsreel cameras.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “And driving north like that will let us make a few unscheduled stops… I was thinking of dropping in on Luz O’Malley at her family home—she’s on vacation right now. Business and seeing an old friend’s daughter both.” 
 
    She nodded, a trifle hesitant because the O’Malley ménage was a trifle… unconventional. 
 
    Luz was the daughter of old friends—her father had been Captain Patrick “Follow me!” O’Malley in the Rough Riders, and on his own a two-fisted engineer-adventurer who for twenty years built big projects in wild places. Edith had liked him, and his Cuban wife Luciana even more, and played hostess to their only child often when she was a girl and her parents had visited Sagamore Hill or the White House. Or when the O’Malleys entertained them in turn at the house Patrick had built in the Spanish style for the beautiful Cuban daughter of sugar-planters who’d eloped with him in 1891. 
 
    And again when Luz—barely—escaped her family’s slaughter in Mexico during the troubles in 1911 and fled to them for refuge. The tale she’d told sobbing in his arms had burned in the back of his mind all during the 1912 campaign and had been one reason he’d harried Taft so hard in the fight for the nomination—driven him to his death, resentful Old Guard shellbacks still muttered in their self-exile. 
 
    The other side was that Luz O’Malley Aróstegui and her… 
 
    Companion, Roosevelt thought. 
 
    The unconventional nature of their ménage at the Casa de los Amantes disturbed him a little for the same reasons it did his wife. He knew full well what that nature was, just as he’d always known about Secretary of Education Jane Addams and her companion Mary Smith. Addams, who’d been his friend and close political ally since the early days of the century, and who’d given the speech nominating him in 1912. 
 
    … Luz and her companion Ciara Whelan were also both agents of the Black Chamber. The top field operatives before their recent spell of training and study and administrative work, and among the few living recipients of the Order of the Black Eagle, which was the Chamber’s secret equivalent of the Medal of Honor. And which was if anything even harder to get, because the deeds that won the corona obsidionalis were mostly done all alone and among enemies, not in hot blood and surrounded by comrades, which he knew from personal experience lifted you with an exultation beyond all normal limits. 
 
    “I wish Luz wasn’t insisting on returning to field service,” he said. “Granted, she said after the mission in Zacatecas back at the end of the war that she’d want to eventually…” 
 
    “Mr. President, she said specifically in three years,” Wilkie said quietly, breaking his silence. “I don’t know why it’s taken her this long, and I was surprised.” 
 
    “I do know and I’m not surprised,” Edith said. “Four young children; and the good Lord have mercy upon her and Miss Whelan, four all the same age. Motherhood, John. If you haven’t done it, you don’t understand it.” 
 
    Roosevelt nodded to his wife to acknowledge the truth. He’d spent more time with his children than most men did, much more, and they’d always had some domestic help… and he knew that raising six the way Edith had was still work. It was interesting work, valuable and necessary work… but work and hard toil at that, just as surely as cowboying or soldiering or lumberjacking were. 
 
    “They’re lovely children, and it will be nice to see them again,” she added. 
 
    To Wilkie he said: “Well, yes, John. But it still disturbs me to put a woman in harm’s way deliberately. And her a mother now, too!” 
 
    Nobody here had ever swallowed the cover-story about adopting orphans. That was for appearances’ sake, like the vacation and stay elsewhere under the assumed personas of Great War widows for the last five months before the mysterious newborns appeared before a Californian judge as mysterious orphans. It was all a lawyer’s technicality, to settle matters of inheritance and surnames on the legal record. 
 
    “She’s done very well helping with the Chamber’s training program for the last few years, too. That’s valuable,” he added. 
 
    Wilkie made a gesture of agreement… though with a hand-waggle that added: yes, but and said aloud: 
 
    “Miss Whelan has been very helpful on the science side—N—" 
 
    Which is Chamber jargon for our good Nikola Tesla. 
 
    “—would love to have her permanently in the Technical Section. He has an uncle’s regard for her, or even a father’s, which I wouldn’t have believed if I hadn’t seen it.” 
 
    “If Luz and Ciara hadn’t been put in harms’ way and discovered the German V-gas plot, you and I and Mother and Eleanor… and our children… and Archie, and Quentin, and Ethel and her little Richard… most of the Roosevelts for three generations… would be dead, Father,” his namesake son said bluntly; he’d worked with Luz in Mexico before that, too, in the hunt for Villa. “And millions of others, and the country wrecked by the… Breath of Loki, didn’t the Germans call it?” 
 
    John Wilkie nodded. “A fair point, General. Most of your family were in Washington that October 6th, Mr. President, and the Kaiserliche Marine had two of their special U-boats aiming those da… dashed rocket-mortars at the capital from the Potomac. Twenty pounds of V-gas is a million lethal doses, and that was over twenty tons of the devilish stuff from those two alone. For that matter, I was there too. Your son Kermit and his wife and son were in New York; they’d almost certainly have died as well. I don’t know how the nation could have recovered from losing all the big east-coast cities, the way the British and French did London and Paris that day.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true,” Roosevelt said. 
 
    You could make a good case that the whole modern world dated from October 6th, 1916, even more than his own election four years earlier—though sometimes in the wee small hours he had a haunting suspicion that somehow the two were linked. He went on: 
 
    “Yes, you’re right, both of you. She has a life-time’s right to ask any favor I can grant in good conscience—and what she’s asking now is a chance to serve the country again, serve it in a way she’s proven she’s highly competent to do, and do it without even any hope of reward or public glory! How can I say no to that?” 
 
    He was glad to see Edith remembering October 6th, 1916 too; it wasn’t the only great service the companions had done the United States, but it was the greatest. 
 
    “And while we’re at their house, we can discuss that… other matter more privately.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER ONE: 
 
    Casa de los Amantes 
 
    Santa Barbara, California 
 
    October 1st, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
   “So, how did you like my alma mater?” Luz O’Malley Aróstegui said to her childhood friend Midori Taguchi. “The Chamber’s kept you two hopping with training since graduation.” 
 
    At least, she was fairly sure it was Midori in the next lounger and not her sister Fumiko, who’d been doing lengths and was walking over toweling bobbed black hair. They’d been born less than a year apart—about the biological minimum, in fact, and Luz suspected Fumiko had been a desperate try for a second son—and they resembled each other very closely indeed. 
 
    And they absolutely enjoyed keeping people guessing which was which and had since childhood. She’d even caught them doing it with their own father, often successfully, though with him they had the decency to laugh only later. 
 
    In a way it’s a good introduction to the secret world, where nothing is as it seems and you can never take anything at face value. 
 
    “In my day—” 
 
    Luz had talked, charmed, and emotionally blackmailed her way into the Black Chamber right at its birth, just a decade ago now; she’d have been a little too young to vote, even if women had been able to before the 1913 Equal Rights Amendment. 
 
    “—they just threw us in and we learned on the job, or between assignments. Or died,” she added. 
 
    Midori rolled her eyes. “And you walked to school uphill both ways, in the snow, fighting off wolves and Indians.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the redcoats,” Luz said affectionately. 
 
    “Amazing how we started at the same school only two years later and no sign of snow, redskins, or the British,” Midori said. 
 
    “We were disappointed after all the whoppers you’d told us,” her sister added, halting the toweling for a second. 
 
    The loungers were in a row, in the dappled shade of a trellis overgrown with frangipani vine thickly covered in white flowers with golden centers, a strong sweet scent drifting down and only the tiled walk and hedge between their backs and the sun-heat reflected from the cream stucco of the house wall. The pool was a long oval of blue water and white marble ringed in colorful hydraulic tile in a Cubano style that had been a novelty in California when her father built the place a generation ago, though common now. It was big enough to swallow seven energetic little children playing—and shouting and splashing—in the shallow end, and their minders, and several adults. 
 
    Beyond a screen of tall Italian cypress her view ran south over green lawns, flowerbanks, paths of white crushed stone, minty-smelling eucalyptus and groves of giant California live-oaks old when the only people here were Chumash, to a gazebo above the retaining wall that separated the gardens and the beach. 
 
    You could just hear the light shussshhh of the waves on the sand in the distance, and beyond the blue of sea and sky ran on until it dissolved in pink around hints of the islands in the channel. Dapples of light drew warmth across her skin as leaves and blossoms shifted above her, and there was the sound of birds—right now, yellow-striped warblers and kinglets, and the buzz of Anna’s Hummingbirds like darting emeralds between a blur of dragonfly-wings—and drifts of monarch butterflies, which her mother had loved and encouraged to over-winter here by planting the things they favored. 
 
    Luz stole a quick glance at the younger woman’s left knee with an undetectable spy’s flick of the eye; yes, there was the tiny scar that marked Midori’s fall from a tree on the grounds of this very house, back around the turn of the century. Taguchi Gardens & Nursery had worked on many of Patrick O’Malley’s projects around here, and their parents had become friends as well as business associates. 
 
    “Though we liked Bryn Mawr fine,” Midori said, and her sister nodded as she emerged from the towel and plied a hairbrush left on her lounger. 
 
    “Fun.” 
 
    “Though not as much as the Chamber training courses.” 
 
    “Or our year as interns in Zacatecas for Senior Field Operative Colmer.” 
 
    “But fun.” 
 
    Luz could see the scar because they were in bathing costumes—everyone here had changed after lunch, including the two adult men, James Cheine and Josh—Yoshi—Taguchi, Midori’s elder brother who was on leave from a big Corps of Engineers project in the far north. All the women were wearing outfits from Coco Chanel’s latest and most daring line of swimwear, light sleeveless scallop-necked belted tunics of thin colorful cotton over halters and built-in pantalettes. 
 
    Luz had used pull to get her favorite modiste sent a special government laissez-passer in late 1916, and Coco had used it to escape from Biarritz to New York through the bloody chaos of the French collapse. She was tangibly grateful, which Luz exploited to get first looks and choice deals for herself and her friends and their relatives. 
 
    “Any problems there?” Luz asked, not needing to ask what kind. 
 
    Strings… or ropes or cables… had also been pulled to get the notably snooty people who ran Bryn Mawr University to accept the daughters of a modestly prosperous Japanese-immigrant businessman in far-off California, though the Director had agreed that was institutional need, not personal favoritism. Everyone could see that operatives who could pass as Asian were going to be valuable, the courses were relevant, and the location made other resources easily accessible. 
 
    There weren’t many forces stronger than President Martha Carey Thomas’ rather bigoted and extremely snobbish conception of who constituted the right sort, but the Black Chamber was one—or in Luz’s own Cuban-Irish-Catholic case back in the day, her father being a personal friend of the President. The Taguchis had probably compounded Miss Thomas’ ire by effortlessly finishing a four-year program in two instead. 
 
    Both the young nisei women shrugged, with what-can-you-do expressions. 
 
    “Fewer problems than we’d have gotten on this coast,” one said. 
 
    The events of the last decade had added some reality-grounded fear of Japan to longstanding Yellow Peril hysteria and labor-union hatred of competition here in California, as Dai-Nippon grabbed off the wreckage of the French and Dutch empires in Southeast Asia, occupied chunks of China, annexed half of Siberia and then acquired its own V-gas capacity. 
 
    “Unless the vile northeastern weather is a problem, in which case it was two years of imprisonment in Nordic Hell. It’s the Congo in summer and the North Pole in winter.” 
 
    Luz nodded sympathetically; she was a California native too and had spent her childhood mostly either here or in the tropics. Pennsylvania in winter had been a bit of a shock. 
 
    “Less in the way of problems than at a coed university too, I think,” one sister added. 
 
    “You certainly do less face-smacking; I’d much rather be socially snubbed than have to break the thumbs on wandering hands.” 
 
    “I thought you enjoyed that?” Luz said. “You were certainly enthusiastic back when I showed you how.” 
 
    “It’s only fun the first couple of times after you learn the trick,” Fumiko said. 
 
    “Fewer problems than Josh had at Stanford, and that’s a fact!” 
 
    They had a trick of speaking antiphonally, and sometimes of completing each other’s sentences. Like their equally irritating habit of wearing identical clothing, or silently switching non-identical items at irregular intervals, it was aimed at keeping people off-balance. 
 
    She’d caught them standing side-by-side in front of a mirror practicing synchronizing their expressions once, years ago. It showed an acting talent that might well be extremely useful in their new career in espionage, though. 
 
    Fumiko added: 
 
    “Though I suspect a lot of people at Bryn Mawr were surprised we didn’t show up in kimono.” 
 
    “With our faces painted white like geisha.” 
 
    “And walking like—” 
 
    She made a gesture with two fingers across the other palm mimicking the mincing gait that court ladies and very old-fashioned and very grand courtesans in Japan used. 
 
    All three rolled their eyes, and Luz chuckled reminiscently: 
 
    “I did feel tempted to dance the fandango along the way between classes sometimes, stamping my heels and clicking my castanets with a rose clenched between my teeth, setting the hair of passers-by on fire with my dark and smoldering Latin gaze. ¡Olé!” 
 
    Her long-limbed build, five foot six of height, the narrow streaks of blue near the pupils of her otherwise night-dark eyes and the cleft in her small square chin came from her father’s side; he’d been six feet of dashing Black Irish good looks, with a body ideal for a really fast, shifty running back, which was the position he’d played for the Tech-Men team at MIT in the ‘80’s. But for the rest she favored the Criollo-Spanish-with-a-dash-of-Taino-Indian Aróstegui looks of her mother’s family: high cheekbones, full lips, straight nose, straight hair of an iridescent raven-wing black and a complexion that started out a smooth olive naturally and quickly took the sun to turn a warm even honey-brown that was actually a bit darker right now than the Taguchi sisters. 
 
    It had been a very convenient set of attributes when passing for a local while working undercover in Mexico, and in Europe she could easily be Spanish or Italian, or Provençal-French or from anywhere in the Balkans, or Levantine… and though imitating a Bavarian convincingly had been harder, she’d managed it for one memorable mission in Berlin during the war without arousing too many questions. 
 
    Unless you count the way we left amid a hail of gunfire in a stolen German Navy semirigid with an even more stolen Telemobiloscope, she thought. But that was because they picked up our wireless broadcast about Projekt Heimdall and triangulated our safe-house. Not anyone disbelieving my cover. We didn’t save America that time, but we may well have saved Britain… which is sort of ironic. But we need them. 
 
    “We actually did show up in kimono once or twice but it ended up in more of a fashion discussion than anything, which spoiled the joke,” one Taguchi sister said. 
 
    “And some of the other students bought kimono outfits themselves because they were so comfortable and then there were kimono parties in Denbigh Hall.” 
 
    “One of them actually went the whole hog and became a Sōtō Zen Buddhist.” 
 
    “Probably the only one in Pennsylvania!” 
 
    “Besides us, of course.” 
 
    “Certainly the only natural blonde Sōtō Zen Buddhist in Pennsylvania.” 
 
    “She’d been raised a Unitarian, so she was probably in a state of spiritual starvation anyway.” 
 
    “It’s a religion for people who want to have a religion but without really having a religion.” 
 
    “Because that’s so common.” 
 
    “Unitarianism is like the sound of no hands clapping.” 
 
    The three of them chuckled at that pun on a Zen koan. 
 
    “We thought about fibbing that our parents were really Methodists or Baptists, just to see the look on her face…” 
 
    “But didn’t have the heart.” 
 
    Then: “Hi, Ciara! Have your great swarm of noisy offspring driven you out of the pool in search of adult company?” 
 
    “Our four were quite enough to exhaust me out of it, Fumiko. Golly, they’re worse than kittens with a ball of yarn when they get excited!” Luz’s partner said, as she made an exaggerated flop onto the lounger at Luz’s feet and mimed panting collapse, startling the cat curled up there into affronted retreat. “I thought the crawling stage was bad, but now they can run on their own—and they run towards mangling and death by instinct, I’d say.” 
 
    “Bah, you youngsters in these degenerate times have no stamina,” Fumiko… or Midori… said. 
 
    Ciara had spent the last six years getting her bright red-gold mane into an unfashionable mass long enough to reach her waist again, which she started to wring out as she sat on the foot of Luz’s lounger. Her one experiment with short hair had been for operational reasons during the war, and she’d loathed the way it looked on her. Her eyes were a turquoise blue-green in a round snub-nosed, wide-mouthed freckled face that couldn’t have said Ireland more loudly unless she had a harp tattooed on her forehead and a shamrock on each cheek. 
 
    The Taguchi sisters were a few years younger than Luz’s thirty, though the delicate bones of their faces exaggerated that to most American eyes; that made them older than Ciara’s twenty-six by about the same margin. 
 
    “Though I must admit you’re looking very trim these days,” Midori added. 
 
    They both laughed when Ciara jerked her thumb in Luz’s direction and said: 
 
    “If I’m Scathatch o’ Sgitheanach come again now—” 
 
    They nodded recognition of the name, a warrior-woman who’d been Cú Chulain’s tutor in arms in the ancient Irish hero-cycles. Ciara’s family had been raised on them, since her father had been a member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood who’d left Dublin for Boston one jump ahead of Special Branch detectives and Royal Irish Constabulary constables with humorless killjoy attitudes towards bombings and assassinations. In fact, she and Luz had met in Germany with Luz impersonating a Mexican revolutionary to fool the Germans and Ciara actually being a genuine IRB courier, though she’d switched sides when she learned about the Breath of Loki. 
 
    “—it’s her fault. So I do too have youthful stamina… you wrinkled, ancient and tiny hags.” 
 
    Both were also five foot two, a pair of inches under Ciara’s height, which made her average and them towering compared to their mother and just as tall as their father; they were slenderly athletic in a way that was very fashionable, and had their hair cut equally modishly in what was called a Pageboy bob this year—Luz’s own Polaire bob was in an older style dating from just before the Great War, closer to shoulder-length. 
 
    “And the exhaustion’s your own fault for having twins,” Fumiko or Midori said. 
 
    “Two sets of twins,” her sister added with a straight face. “It’s disgustingly outré.” 
 
    “Do you know the odds on that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ciara said in a quelling tone. “One in a hundred births, roughly.” 
 
    “For one set.” 
 
    “The odds for two sets of twins, even with the same father?” 
 
    “And both sets looking the same?” 
 
    “Astronomical!” 
 
    “One in four or five thousand is not astro—” Ciara said, making a valiant attempt to interrupt the flow. 
 
    “It’s unscientific—” 
 
    “Inefficient— 
 
    In chorus: “Un-Progressive.” 
 
    “You’re ones to talk, the way you look!” Ciara said with mock indignation. “I think you resent ours because you’re not unique around here anymore.” 
 
    The Taguchi sisters pointed at each other with a gesture so synchronized it was like the view in a mirror. 
 
    “Unique?” they said in unison. 
 
    “Oh, touché,” Luz said. “I’m sorry, mi dulce amor, but… touché.” 
 
    “And we didn’t have twins, and we aren’t even twins ourselves! We just… have a strong family resemblance that fools the unobservant.” 
 
    “There’s a difference,” one of them said with a lofty sniff. 
 
    “Having twins means that you get two children for only about 115% the effort of one,” Luz said dryly. “Which is highly efficient in terms of time spent being pregnant, let me tell you. Which I didn’t much enjoy—Ciara loved it.” 
 
    “You’re quite the fond momma, though,” Midori said. 
 
    “I like the product; the process is barbaric, in my opinion, at least after the conception part.” 
 
    Ciara grimaced slightly; she hadn’t enjoyed the impregnation at all, even with Luz there to hold her hand, but vomiting hadn’t lessened her contentment during pregnancy. Luz went on: 
 
    “I’m not altogether sure that Luciana and Patricia are exactly alike. They may just look a lot like each other.” 
 
    She added dryly: “Full sisters often do…” 
 
    Midori nodded acknowledgement and made a mark in the air with a fingertip: “This set to O’Malley, but the game continues!” 
 
    “… and they often have the same blood-types; and their father had a twin sister. Their fingerprints aren’t very similar at all.” 
 
    “Neither are ours!” Fumiko, or Midori, said. 
 
    “We were shocked at that too!” 
 
    “Fortunately even in this Progressive age most people don’t carry fingerprint kits.” 
 
    Though nearly everyone had their prints on file in the central Federal Bureau of Security repository these days, which the Chamber could also access. It wasn’t exactly compulsory in itself, but several things that were compulsory nowadays involved being fingerprinted and blood-typed—school, the Boy and Girl Scouts, National Service… 
 
    Oddly enough, the best way to avoid really being in the general files is to be a Black Chamber operative. My file is as much fiction as anything Edgar Rice Burroughs or Francis Stevens writes. I’d have been bored to death by my official social-butterfly trust-fund life! 
 
    “And if you understood statistics, you’d understand that unlikely things happen all the time,” Ciara said; she really did understand them, and they were real to her down in her bones. “We were surprised, but pleased,” she added. 
 
    “Gracias, Chavela,” Luz said, turning her head with a smile. 
 
    That was to one of the housemaids with a tray of drinks—aperitifs, and lemonade and orange juice, both freshly squeezed from the fruit of little groves that had already been here along with a small vineyard and olive-grove when her father accepted title to this land as payment for his first big local project. Ciara took a tall glass of chilled lemonade; Luz and the Taguchis selected small ripe coconuts filled with a mixture of rum, coconut milk, coconut water, fresh pineapple juice and a dash of lime and lemongrass, sipped through a straw in one of the eyes. Tropical fruit had gotten cheaper and more common in the US now that the country stretched legally from Iceland to the Guatemalan border and for all practical purposes—including tariffs and train-connections—to Columbia’s frontier with Panama. 
 
    The rum was from Santiago de Cuba, her mother’s birthplace, and laid down in white oak barrels in 1896, when Luz was a child of four herself. Her mother’s father had tried to have his daughter and her lover killed by henchmen the night they eloped… but that hadn’t kept Luciana O’Malley Aróstegui from buying rum from the family estates, through middlemen. Luz remembered it being brought out for special occasions all her life, back to days she was only allowed a tiny taste from her mother or father’s glass as she sat on their laps; she sipped nostalgia along with overtones of banana dipped in caramel and vanilla, with a hint of a pleasing oaky bitterness after a moment. 
 
    Luz cocked an eye at the pool, as she had been doing every little while all that afternoon, when she wasn’t in it herself. It would be time to cart the children off soon, which might take some effort, and start on dinner, which wouldn’t be much effort since it was a barbeque and anyway, she enjoyed cooking as a hobby and had been getting things ready since yesterday. It made her remember her mother… 
 
    Their own four—Luciana, Patricia, Colleen and Mary—were currently climbing out and cannonballing back in over and over full-tilt with the demented abandon only healthy, active children between four and five could manage. The rest were mostly grappling with various colorful floating toys of canvas-covered cork, each other, or both. 
 
    All were being rescued from drowning as necessary by Midori and Fumiko’s sister-in-law Susana Wentworth Taguchi, who invalidated the myths about redheads by being quiet and retiring; and by Yvonne Cheine and her—genuinely—adopted eighteen-year-old daughter Simone Cheine, down for the weekend from Stanford, where she was a freshman this year studying engineering. 
 
    And by Zhao Haiyun, aka Susan Zhao, the nanny Luz and Ciara had hired in 1918. She was a woman of about thirty with unexpected talents and was the reason their children were learning Shanghainese and Mandarin (with a Shanghai accent), along with English from their mothers, and native-fluent Spanish, Japanese, French and German from Luz. Luz had mastered the two new tongues perfectly as well—languages were a talent and hobby of hers. 
 
    By now Ciara could speak Mandarin understandably though with a thick accent, since her native bent was much more towards the sciences, but her near-perfect memory had put her ahead of Luz on learning the thousands of characters in the logographic Chinese script. They were reading The Dream of the Red Chamber together in the original to help. 
 
    “Ah… by the way, Luz…” Midori said, in her this is really serious voice. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s about your Japanese.” 
 
    They’d been slipping in and out of that language all afternoon, just as they’d done as girls. 
 
    “I’m told I speak like a samurai born, now,” Luz said; she’d been taking lessons in Los Angeles for the last year, and occasional classes at Stanford and Berkeley on the Rube Goldberg extravagances of the written form of Nihongo for longer. 
 
    Midori and Fumiko looked at each other. One said: 
 
    “Ahhh… yes, you don’t speak like a Hiroshima Prefecture hick from the paddies with night-soil between her toes anymore,” one sister said. 
 
    “Well, neither do you two, anymore—I can hear that clearly,” Luz said. 
 
    They looked at each other again. 
 
    “Yes, but we sound like lady samurai now,” probably-Fumiko said, and her sister continued seamlessly: 
 
    “Or at least like upper-middle-class Tokyo girls whose parents got them a tutor so they could sound as if their grandparents were Daimyō before the Restoration.” 
 
    “You sound like a retired general,” Fumiko continued. “A grumpy old man who barks orders at people. Really. It’ll stand out.” 
 
    “My tutor runs a kendo academy,” Luz said thoughtfully. “I think he’s here because of some political thing back home.” 
 
    “People will giggle.” 
 
    “Like this, if they’re female,” Midori added helpfully, and did, turning her head away, lowering her eyes and putting her fingers in front of her mouth with a coy smile as she tittered. 
 
    “¡Mierda!” Luz swore; English profanity had never felt very satisfying to her. “Most languages have different… call it registers for men and women…” 
 
    “Oh, not like Nihongo does!” they said in chorus, and Midori continued: 
 
    “Half the words in a sentence can be different according to your sex—men notice it if you do it wrong, but women really notice. If you weren’t gaijin they’d think you were… strange.” 
 
    “Like a transvestite,” Fumiko clarified helpfully. 
 
    “Like an onnagata, but in reverse.” 
 
    Onnagata were the specialist male actors who played female roles in Kabuki drama; they usually stuck to female dress and manners in ordinary life too. 
 
    “It’s worse than Chinese that way?” Luz said. “Because until now I thought that took the cake…” 
 
    “It’s much, much worse,” Fumiko said. “Particularly if you aren’t peasants like our parents.” 
 
    “Peasant women don’t do the full refined, soft-voiced…” 
 
    “… act.” 
 
    “Or maybe schtick.” 
 
    “Mom’s dialect improved a bit, because she left her village and worked at a ryokan inn before she met Dad, and listened to the customers.” 
 
    “But she still had to think about it before she remembered to call it a toilet and not—“ she shifted to her parents’ rural dialect “—the shitter.” 
 
    “We went to a lot of trouble to make sure we got a female tutor to improve ours.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how hard it is to find a good female Japanese tutor out east?” 
 
    “And nobody in the Chamber knew enough about Japanese women to warn me,” Luz growled. “Incidentally, your Chinese is still fairly distinctive.” 
 
    Which was true. She might have mistaken it for the accent of someone whose home tongue was one of the many other non-Mandarin dialects of Chinese, most of which were unintelligibly different from each other, but Susan Zhao had privately told her it was unmistakable. 
 
    “Oh, we know we speak Hànyǔ like xiǎo dōngyáng guǐzi,” Midori said. 
 
    Ciara looked a question at Luz: she knew the word Hànyǔ meant ‘Chinese’—literally, ‘Han language’—but the rest wasn’t a combination she’d heard. 
 
    “Chinese… slang… for ‘Japanese person’,” Luz said; though in fact the whole phrase was wordier than a native speaker would usually use. “Ah… guǐzi means…” 
 
    “Demon,” Midori said. “Or devil. Or evil spirit. Freely translated. With from the East and dwarf in front of it. Eastern Dwarf Devil… Japanese.” 
 
    “We’re working on our accents,” Fumiko said. “After all, we might want to pass as Shinajin ourselves someday. At least we’re tall enough.” 
 
    “Shinajin means… pretty much the same thing as Chink,” Luz explained. “Or maybe Chinaman. It’s not very polite, not these days.” 
 
    “Or pass as Chankoro,” Midori said. “That’s another word for ‘Chinese person’, Ciara, the older one. Less formal.” 
 
    “The one our parents always used.” 
 
    “And Chankoro means pigtail slave,” Luz said. “And it’s really not polite and never was.” 
 
    “Well, technically it originally meant Slave of the Qing, the Manchu dynasty.” 
 
    “They being the people who made the Chinese wear pigtails.” 
 
    “But yeah, pigtail slave gets the flavor pretty well.” 
 
    Ciara cast a worried glance at the pool and Susan Zhao. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” Midori said. “We’re polite Eastern Dwarf Devils; we won’t say those names in front of a Shinajin.” 
 
    “Or in front of a Chankoro, especially a nice one like Susan.” 
 
    “She’s Chinese-born and still probably actually worries about all that Old-Country crap instead of thinking it’s funny.” 
 
    “We’re xiyáng guǐzi too,” Fumiko said. 
 
    “Since we’re native-born American citizens.” 
 
    Ostentatiously so, Luz thought. 
 
    “I wonder… is Eastern and Western Dwarf Evil Spirit even good grammar?” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Luz said dryly. “Now you’re going to be drilling me on how to sound like a lady in Nihongo an hour a day, and I’ll help you sound like a well-educated pigtail slave from Shanghai.” 
 
    Their faces fell slightly, which was what she’d been aiming at. 
 
    “But,” Luz added, “don’t worry—you know I’m a quick study.” 
 
    In fact, it might be useful to be able to shift from female to male registers in Japanese, and the language of the body they use. I’m just on the short side of average for an American man, and I’ve passed for a male here and in Europe when it was necessary. I’m actually about three to four inches over the average Japanese male’s height, so conceivably… in some circumstances… 
 
    “And we can work on the little red-haired devils too,” Midori said with a fond look at the pair’s children… and in Chinese. 
 
    The O’Malley-Whelan children called the two sisters obachan lately, which meant auntie in Japanese, pretty much, and they got on very well. 
 
    Red-haired devil was what ang mo gwáilóu meant, roughly, in the southern varieties of Chinese; or possibly Red-Haired Ghost… Luz wasn’t very familiar with those dialects yet. 
 
    She had learned that East Asia shared one thing with Europe, Africa and the Indian tribes of the Western Hemisphere: the vast majority of informal folk-level names in every language for all the neighboring ethnic groups were gross insults, and a group’s name for itself was usually a self-flattering boast. 
 
    “Though it would be so cute if they talked Japanese like a retired general,” Fumiko said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Luciana and Patricia aren’t red-haired, really,” Ciara said; in fact right now their hair was sun-bleached to tow. “Though Colleen and Mary are… not quite as much as I am, though, more yellow in theirs.” 
 
    Luz suspected her pair’s hair would darken later to brown at least; Patrick O’Malley had been blond until around the age of eight, from what she remembered of his stories, though as an adult his hair had been about as black as his daughter’s, or his wife’s. 
 
    “Well, that’s where the “ghost people” thing comes in,” Fumiko said. “If you’re Cantonese, at least. That’s the part that covers the repulsive fish-belly pallor which afflicts certain people.” 
 
    She added graciously: “No offense.” 
 
    “Iro no shiroi wa shichinan kakusu,” Luz said, which was an old Japanese saying. “White skin covers the seven faults,” she translated for Ciara. “And… kome no meshi to onna wa shiroi hodo yoi. Which means: in rice and women, the whiter the better.” 
 
    Luz smiled and finished: “Which makes Ciara a bihaku, right?” 
 
    Midori pursed her lips thoughtfully. Fumiko rallied, though Luz thought her riposte was rather weak: 
 
    “Pale beauty is one thing, but pink is another.” 
 
    In fact Japanese… and Koreans and northern Chinese… really didn’t differ much from southern Europeans or Near Easterners in complexion. And like Europeans, Turks and Arabs, the Japanese had always valued a pale complexion, particularly in women, and probably for exactly the same reason—because it showed you didn’t have to work outside in the sun, which gave it an association with the upper classes. 
 
    They all dissolved in laughter at the multiplying absurdities with which the Old World was afflicted. 
 
    “It’s really surprising how two pairs of random twin orphans look like their adopted mothers,” Fumiko added innocently, to further merriment, this time mocking native-born American stupidities. “And how much all four of them look like each other.” 
 
    Luz and Ciara’s theoretically and legally adopted orphans were in biological fact half-sisters who now unmistakably resembled their mothers and their sire, a man named Sven Lundqvist who’d met her and Ciara under carefully arranged false circumstances. With the expectation that he’d soon be five thousand miles away and under the impression that his extremely entertaining weekend at a hot-springs resort in West Virginia had been just good luck or charm on his part; in fact his ship had disappeared on the way back to Stockholm, possibly a U-boat, probably a mine. 
 
    And Sven was, indeed, very blond even for a Swedish diplomat, Luz thought, as the chuckles died down. All the girls have his sky-colored eyes, for instance, that lovely pale gray with just a hint of darker blue around the rims. Well, my last male might as well be aesthetically satisfying. And the fact that all four look like sisters… I’ve caught a couple of people looking at them, and me, and Ciara and thinking: how the Devil did they manage that? 
 
    In fact their common sire had been picked… targeted… by Luz in a coldly calculated and precisely timed selection process that would have gladdened the heart of the Secretary of Public Health and Eugenics, Charles Benedict Davenport, if he hadn’t been such a frigid censorious Puritan prig of a man. Luz was quietly surprised Davenport had managed to produce children at all himself. 
 
    But then, it’s amazing what a sense of duty can do, she thought snidely. No doubt he closed his eyes and thought of America’s collective germ plasm. 
 
    Josh and Susana Taguchi had a son and daughter, four and two years old respectively, both currently splashing; besides adopted Simone in the glory of her gawky adolescence, Yvonne Cheine had a daughter of her own body about five, giving a good imitation of an otter changeling masquerading as a young human sleeking through the water, and a son only six months old, now sleeping in a cradle by her husband as he contemplated the pool over his bare toes and sipped rum from his own coconut not far away. Josh Taguchi was in the water too, but he was in the deep end and actually swimming, which he did very well indeed, like his sisters; and like them he’d learned in this pool. 
 
    “Your other warning about Bryn Mawr was useful, though,” Fumiko said, grinning. 
 
    “Which one?” Luz said. 
 
    She’d given them a comprehensive rundown back in ’17 when they were recruited to the Chamber and got the scholarship. 
 
    “That there would be many efforts to charm the knickers off Madam Butterfly,” she replied. “As you put it with your invariable politesse and restraint. So let her who is without sin in the verbal delicacy department, cast the first boulder from her catapult.” 
 
    Her sister nodded and rolled her eyes. “A fine school academically, they don’t compromise, and no men helps with that, but on the social side… talk about Sappho U! Oh, the emotions! The crushes, the quarrels, the reconciliations, the meaningful glances, the jealousies, the cliques worshipfully following the girl everyone wants, the bad poetry…” 
 
    “Bad poetry slipped under doors or tearfully recited at the moon…” 
 
    “Weren’t any of them happy?” Ciara asked, a little wistfully. 
 
    University—or even finishing high school as the Taguchis had before fate, Luz and the Black Chamber intervened—was rare for a girl in her circumstances and out of the question if you needed to look after an ailing father and take on more and more of the work of running the family bookstore. She’d taken courses at Stanford in the last few years, but that was a different experience. 
 
    “Happy? Plenty of them were sappy.” 
 
    “Blushing, gazing into each other’s eyes… 
 
    “Sneaking kisses when they thought nobody was looking… 
 
    “Bumping into things on the way to class, blinded by bliss…” 
 
    “Talking on and on about some spotty girl from Muncie, Indiana as if she were a cross between Artemis and Athena…” 
 
    “Seductio Ad Absurdum!” 
 
    “No wonder Secretary Davenport complains that two-thirds of the graduates don’t get married and perform their reproductive duty to the nation!” 
 
    “Though he hasn’t figured out why, at least in public.” 
 
    “The dimwit.” 
 
    Ciara wrapped her thick plait of damp hair around her head and pinned it. She added a broad-brimmed straw hat right away, even in the dappled shade; she had the complexion that went with her hair-color, and her round pink face was showing more freckles than usual at the end of summer. The wet fabric of her outfit clung to a figure fuller than was chic right now, even after years of the active outdoors life she and Luz shared. 
 
    ¡Es la leche! To hell with fashion! Luz thought with the smug contentment of the happily… 
 
    If unofficially, she added to herself. 
 
    … married. 
 
    “So… did any of the young ladies at Sappho U. succeed with your knickers, Mesdames Les Papillons?” Ciara said in an elaborately innocent tone. 
 
    Luz reflected that she’d gotten a lot less shy since their initial meeting in Germany in 1916. But then, her life since then hadn’t been much like the quiet respectable lower-middle-class first twenty years in Boston’s Southside. 
 
    Identical Taguchi grins grew sly… identically. 
 
    “Well, let’s put it this way…” 
 
    “That’s for us to know and you to guess…” 
 
    “Unless—” 
 
    Each sister simultaneously pointed at the other, like images in a mirror once more. 
 
    “—she’s lying to me.” 
 
    “That would be like lying to myself!” 
 
    “You do that all the time, sis.” 
 
    Ciara sighed with a note of exaggerated pity. 
 
    “Some people just don’t know how to appreciate the finer things in life even when they get the chance,” she said, then blew a long loud raspberry at the Taguchis. 
 
    “Phhhthtththf!” 
 
    They all laughed again, and James Cheine sighed to himself and took another sip at his drink. 
 
    “Something wrong, James?” Luz said, turning her head to the other side. 
 
    “Wrong? I’m sitting here in weather fine even by Californian standards, amid beautiful gardens, sipping well-aged rum and fresh lime and pineapple and coconut, anticipating a wonderful dinner with rationing now merely an unhappy memory of the Great War, and surrounded by lovely women… or possibly I’m amid beautiful women and surrounded by lovely gardens. I sigh the sigh of contentment, Luz old thing,” he said in patrician tones of an East Coast, Groton-School-and-Harvard-Yard variety much like the President. 
 
    “Perhaps you should think of it as surrounded by beautiful women in the sense of surrounded and vastly outnumbered,” Luz said. 
 
    “Like General Custer and the Sioux, James,” Ciara clarified helpfully, not quite successfully suppressing a giggle. 
 
    She’d come to like James Cheine, but regarded him as an acquired taste who needed taking down a peg now and then. 
 
    “Exactly, mi viejo camarada,” Luz concluded. 
 
    They were old comrades, both having been in the Chamber since the beginning, though Luz thought he’d gotten much more agreeable since he married Yvonne after they all escaped from Germany together. Or possibly he was just mellowing with time and family responsibilities. Certainly he didn’t give off such strong emanations of considering himself God’s gift to womankind anymore; or of being a ruthless cad and bounder, to put it less diplomatically, which was why she’d steadfastly ignored his fairly suave and repeated attempts at seduction back in the day. And while he was still lithe and muscular, his slim six feet were just a little better padded now. 
 
    Yvonne came up from the pool, checked the diaper of the baby, and slapped her husband on the back of the head. 
 
    “Petit James is wet and needs to be changed, my lazy one!” she said in French. 
 
    “Sorry, my love, but he wasn’t crying,” Cheine replied. 
 
    In the same language, with a smooth 8th Arrondissment accent that recalled the drawing rooms of vanished, fallen Paris in contrast to his wife’s decidedly regional tones, not really Chtimi patois but very redolent of the far north near the Belgian border. Like Luz, languages came easily to him, not an absolute necessity for a spy but very helpful indeed. 
 
    “Le Bon Dieu gave us fingers as well as eyes and ears and noses, and he would have been crying in a few minutes! Watch the others; I shall return,” she added, scooping up the infant and marching off to the Moorish-style poolside changing room with James’ eyes following them. 
 
    The Cheines could easily have afforded a nanny—James had a serious, well-aged New York family fortune despite being politically on the outs with his parents, who were actually rich as opposed to Luz and Ciara’s merely having a good deal of money. And like many of the older generation of the Upper Ten Thousand they were distinctly anti-Party and very anti-Roosevelt, the more so since he came from their own Manhattan-and-Long-Island Knickerbocker milieu. 
 
    They hadn’t hired a nanny because Yvonne preferred to handle all the childcare herself. The birth of an indubitably Cheine grandson, their first, had mellowed the new-minted grandparents. 
 
    Little Eleonore Cheine—who’d been born very shortly after the wedding and whose actual sire was some anonymous German off in Europe who’d met Yvonne under highly coercive circumstances when she was deported from Lille as forced labor—came running over. Without pausing she leapt onto his chest with a wetly audible five-year-old-sized thud that knocked a grunt out of her father-of-record, butted her blonde head under his chin, and went to sleep with eyeblink suddenness. 
 
    “I also sighed to see the great American fighting tradition of cracking wise in the face of danger and death continuing,” James added. 
 
    He put an arm around her and cocked an eye past her at the pool, where adolescent Simone Cheine was pursuing the Taguchi sisters’ young niece with an expression of mock ferocity on her rather gamine-like and extremely French face as the two-year-old made a valiant effort to swim despite the inflated contraption under her arms that kept her from sinking and shrieked in delighted terror. 
 
    “Danger here, Executive Field Operative?” Fumiko said. 
 
    “Danger of gorging ourselves to death on Luz’s Camarones al mojo de ajo?” 
 
    “And her shrimp-and-avocado salad and stuffed peppers?” 
 
    “Her San Francisco sourdough oyster loaf?” 
 
    “And her barbequed chorizo?” 
 
    “The green ones she makes herself with tomatillo, cilantro, chili peppers, and garlic mixed in with the minced pork loin?” 
 
    “And the barbequed pulled pork with guava glaze on Cuban bread?” 
 
    “And the skirt steak with tomato escabeche and that mango sauce?” 
 
    “And the dulce de leche cheesecake?” 
 
    “Oh, and the pastellitos de guyaba with ice cream?” 
 
    One of the sisters clenched hands together beneath a face contorted with desperate lust, while the other made mooing sounds: 
 
    “Oh, stop me, stop me before I drool again!” 
 
    Cheine snorted at the foolery, but went on to Luz: 
 
    “I know you can do classical cuisine—” 
 
    By which he meant essentially French cooking, the slightly Americanized Escoffier derivatives his family’s cooks had made. 
 
    “—too, as well as this tropical stuff, which is very well in its way. Is there anything you can’t cook?” 
 
    “¡De ninguna manera! I can’t do Japanese, for example!” 
 
    “That’s because she learned better than we did when Mom tried to teach us all,” Fumiko said. 
 
    “Luz pouted if she couldn’t join in.” 
 
    “We dragged our feet because we wanted to eat the same things as the other kids at school.” 
 
    “And Mom stopped trying because she didn’t want a gaijin girl, even a nice one, showing us up.” 
 
    “But I admit I’m pretty good at quite a few styles,” Luz said. “For example I’m told…” 
 
    She waited with malice aforethought until the drawing-in of his lean cheeks showed he was sipping. 
 
    “… that I’m absolutely magnificent at making tortillas.” 
 
    The only one in hearing who hadn’t spent time living in the Mexican Protectorate and doing it in the local language was little Eleonore, sleeping the sleep of a tired happy child in the arms of an adored and trusted parent. She stirred and stretched and yawned as her father fought not to go into convulsions and snort diluted rum out his nose and glared helplessly at Luz. The Taguchi sisters collapsed quietly into each other's arms, choking on their laughter. 
 
    Ciara took a beat longer to remember the metaphorical meaning of patting out flatbread in Mexican slang, then hissed: 
 
    “Oh, you!” 
 
    And grabbed one of Luz’s feet and began a determined tickle. 
 
    “!Aaaaaayyyy!” Luz shrieked—softly—and writhed. 
 
    “But in all seriousness, I’ve heard some rumors, Luz, and one of them is—” Cheine began. 
 
    Then an electric bell rang behind Luz and Ciara’s hand paused in mid-tickle. Luz sighed, put up a hand of her own in a hold-that-thought posture, rose, and opened a metal box on a cast-stone pillar there. Her father had installed telephones when the house was built in 1891 along with all the other modern conveniences. He’d also installed several internal lines, a novelty then outside hotels, and Ciara had extended and modernized the system since she moved in with Luz in late 1916, being of a similar engineering cast of mind. 
 
    Friends of hers from her classes at Stanford had shown up unpredictably to help with that, and the ingenious alarm system she’d designed, filling the house with the sound of drills and their meals with lively discussions around the table in the exotic foreign tongue of electrical engineering-ese and diagrams drawn with thumbnails on the tablecloth or pencils on scraps of paper while Luz sat back in silent pleasure, watching Ciara sparkle. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” she said, recognizing the voice of Director Wilkie. 
 
    Who she addressed as John on social occasions, and sir on business ones, though sometimes the two blurred. 
 
    Then: “What?” 
 
    Everyone within earshot looked at her. They heard: 
 
    “All right, sir… how many? Yes, dinner’s possible, I’m having a house party… yes, they’re here too… ah, that was the point? And when, exactly? Yes, sir, apology accepted. I realize that no warning is good security practice. Thank you.” 
 
    “I asked for this,” Luz said quietly and ruefully to herself, then pushed another button on the Bakelite body of the phone. “My patriotism truly approaches the pathological level. I am become the New Nationalism incarnate. I’ll be doing the Bellamy Salute instead of shaking hands next.” 
 
    “Belén?” she said, switching her internal voice to thinking in Spanish with a lifetime’s ease as her housekeeper answered. 
 
    “¿Si, Doña Luz?” 
 
    “We’re going to have more people for dinner than we thought, and more overnight guests—two couples, one with four children ranging from nine years to one year old, and a single gentleman. We’ll need every bedroom ready, fresh linen and toiletries. Oh, and move everything Ciara and I really need for one night to a guest room; the main’s for a visitor and his lady… who gets the master bedroom because of who he is, Belén, but don’t ask. Don’t gossip after you find out, either.” 
 
    Belén was extremely reliable, partly because that was her nature, partly because she’d been treated with consideration here, and partly because the job had gotten accelerated citizenship and jobs for a lot of her family. 
 
    “¡Si, Doña Luz!” 
 
    The Casa had seventeen rooms not counting the utilities, pantries and so forth, which made it medium-sized for Montecito, an affluent suburb on Santa Barbara’s eastern edge, and the staff quarters were cottages around the edge of the property, not under the main roof. Thirty years ago this had been out past the edge of town, still farming country though beginning its transition to country-estate, horse-farm and very-elaborate-vacation-home status for wealthy easterners escaping the winters. That had been long before urban planning, zoning and agricultural reservations, of course. 
 
    Luz went on: 
 
    “Get on to Diehl’s Grocery in town, and have them duplicate yesterday’s order or as close as they can and still deliver in the next hour, plus two dozen fresh rolls and four assorted loaves and a selection of cakes and pastries equivalent to what I baked earlier; pay whatever’s necessary. See what you can get out of the garden for another salad—” 
 
    Which ought to be enough, she thought: Taguchi Gardens kept it up for her and took the surplus as payment on Mondays. 
 
    “—put another two pounds of the shrimp on to boil as soon as it gets here, make up as many more butter-balls as the first lot, and tell your nephew to move half the charcoal burning in the first hearth to the second, and then fill them both up and mix it thoroughly with the shovel; that should be ready soon enough.” 
 
    They were planning a California barbeque and dinner al fresco, fortunately, which meant expansion was relatively easy and timing flexible. 
 
    “I’ll be there to help in a few minutes with some of the others.” 
 
    Then she hung up, turned pool-ward, waved her arms overhead and called: 
 
    “Friends, Americans, countrymen! Lend me your ears!” 
 
    When more-or-less silence had fallen: “You’ll never guess who’s coming to dinner.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TWO: 
 
    Casa de los Amantes 
 
    Santa Barbara, California 
 
    October 1st, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it, Uncle Teddy,” Luz said. “But you actually, finally managed to tire that crowd of little devils out. Of course, I had them swimming in formation most of the afternoon, except for Ted and Eleanor’s.” 
 
    The President gave his alarming Bull Moose grin, very useful for playing bear, which he’d been doing intensively. Luz remembered the excitement of it from her own childhood. And the ghost stories afterwards… 
 
    Theodore Roosevelt had always made time out of each day for his children, President or no, and he loved romping with youngsters in general. He’d once been seen lowering his own offspring from an upper-story window of the White House on a rope made from knotted bedsheets, really getting into the spirit of a game of “Frontier Fort” where they were escaping from imaginary rampaging Mohawks brandishing tomahawks. 
 
    The adults, her guests plus the Roosevelts and Director Wilkie, were all sitting at the table under the gazebo near the retaining-wall above the beach, which had the barbeque pits nearby, actually iron tubs on brick supports. The children’s table had been not far away and presided over by Simone Cheine and Susan Zhao, though now the youngsters had been carted off, somnolent with cake and ice-cream, while Simone retired to swot furiously at quadratics, this time without the tutoring Ciara usually provided. 
 
    The ice cream was laid over a foundation of roasted sweet corn on the cob—children could do amazing things with that, some even involving eating it—various salads fresh from the garden and dressed with olive oil from the trees not far away, ajies rellenos—peppers stuffed with beef, onion, tomatoes precooked down to a paste, bay leaves, garlic, dry white wine, raisins and olives; and a version of Pisto Andaluz vegetable stew taught her by an ancient and disreputable and genuinely Andalusian retainer of her mother’s as a girl… the secret to that was just the right amount of the olive oil. 
 
    And charcoal-grilled meats and albacore tuna with a variety of bastings, breads and rolls, garnishes… 
 
    That went rather well, Luz thought. It helps that everyone here’s a parent except Fumiko and Midori. 
 
    The adults were now drinking coffee, and in a few cases postprandial brandies, or tea, which Josh Taguchi and Edith Roosevelt preferred to the national beverage. 
 
    The Taguchi sisters were ostentatious coffee-drinkers. 
 
    “What a splendid set of youngsters! After a happy marriage I don’t think there’s any pleasure, any real long-term satisfaction, that approaches raising a family of healthy children,” Roosevelt said sincerely. “Doing a good job at work worth doing comes next, of course, especially if you’re serving the country at the same time.” 
 
    Josh nodded; he’d made a quick change into his Army Engineers walking-out uniform before the unexpected guests arrived, looking fit and relaxed in it. He’d also met the President and First Lady several times before, always here, and he and Ted Jr. were nodding acquaintances and fellow veterans of the European theater in the Great War. 
 
    “That’s why I’m so glad the Corps of Engineers has assigned me to the Edmonton-Fairbanks Railway project since the Armistice, Mr. President,” he said. “I’m on the forward survey teams, topographic and geological both—a lot of it’s unknown country, so we’re doing ground and air mapping. Connecting the lower fifty-eight with Alaska overland is absolutely necessary, given the world as it is today. Right now Alaska might as well be an island like Hawaii, as far as transport times and costs are concerned.” 
 
    “Yes, it is urgent, Major,” Roosevelt said, smiling—that railway had been yet another of his pet projects. 
 
    Taguchi swept on, his eyes distant: “It’s a big job… monumental, and it’ll take a decade at least… Maybe the whole rest of my career, particularly if the project decides to put in a motor road as well. A task to consume a man, but it’s gorgeous country. Bleak, hard, and hard to love at first, especially if you’re from California, but beautiful… forest, mountains, great rivers frozen half the year… And in the long winter nights, the sky has to be seen to be believed!” 
 
    He gestured out at the skyscape above, which Luz thought was quite dramatic enough, particularly given the way it reflected in glittering hosts on the calm Pacific water to the south. 
 
    “It makes this look washed-out! Throw in the Northern Lights, curling and crackling across the sky like curtains of colored fire, and the whisper of the stars—when you can hear the moisture of your breath freeze out each time you exhale.” 
 
    “Brrrr!” his sisters said softly in unison, shivering. “Brrrr! Brrrr! Brrrrr!” 
 
    Josh ignored them ostentatiously; Luz noted that the President didn’t seem to hear them at all, while the First Lady and the First Daughter-In-Law were resolutely hiding smiles, or possibly giggles. 
 
    “Whisper of the stars… that’s a striking phrase, Major Taguchi,” Roosevelt said, keenly intent and showing his author’s ear for a descriptive turn. “Your own?” 
 
    “No, sir, it’s a translation from the Russian. We’ve gotten a fair number of Russian immigrants on the crews just this last year… refugees, really, on the run from the Germans or the Japanese. They’re at home in that type of country, less likely to make stupid mistakes that get fingers and toes frostbitten, and good workers mostly. If you can keep them away from the booze, which is a problem.” 
 
    “My father said the same thing about every work-crew he managed on that sort of project, ones out in thinly peopled areas,” Luz said. “Rootless men without families tend to it.” 
 
    “True, all the experienced men say so.” Josh said. “And the hunting’s good, sir, in what spare time we have. Moose, wolf, bear… grizzlies, and polar-bears a little further north… caribou and musk-ox too… Especially once you’re at home on skis and snowshoes, and I’m learning to use a dogsled and team of huskies from our local guides, who are invaluable. Winter is better; easier to move, no bugs… the bugs can be a real problem up there since that half of the continent turns into a bog in spring and fall.” 
 
    “Bully!” the President said heartily, leaning over to thump him on the shoulder. “That’s the way a man worth the name approaches a real man’s job!” 
 
    “Tempting!” the President’s son added; he shared his father’s enthusiasm for the chase and love of hard wilderness travel. 
 
    Josh flushed. “Thank you, Mr. President, General. You should come see it for yourself, Mr. President—call it a tour of inspection. Some of it’s got great potential, the Peace River Valley for farming and there’s timber and minerals further north, but I think other parts, large parts, should be wilderness preserves so future generations can see it as it is now. I find having children lengthens your perspective.” 
 
    “You should do that, Uncle Teddy,” Luz said; she’d been a little alarmed at how tired he looked. “Skiing through taiga in the Yukon and sleeping through blizzards in an igloo and eating caribou stew and shooting a musk-ox or two would set you up—you don’t relax nearly enough.” 
 
    Theodore Roosevelt showed naked longing for an instant; though his idea of relaxation was more what most people called extreme effort. Edith spoke up, surprising Luz a little; she knew the President’s wife had few inhibitions about offering her opinions in private, but it was rare with outsiders present, particularly ones from outside the old-school Knickerbocker social circles she was most comfortable in. 
 
    “Luz is absolutely right. You should, Theodore, and it’ll help make the public aware of the project. You always look years younger when you come back from a trip like that, readier to face the frustrations of your work. It’s pacing yourself, not self-indulgence.” 
 
    He wavered, shaking his head. “There’s so much to do… and being President isn’t nearly as annoying as it was in my first two terms. Not since 1912.” 
 
    “Of course not, Theodore, because nobody tells you “no” anymore. You should still do it. See some of your precious wilderness while you still can, and while the country’s at peace. I didn’t tell you to take time off during the war, but I am doing it now, and you know I’m right. You have capable subordinates and you’re good at delegation, the country won’t go to the dogs in a month.” 
 
    “I will, by God!” he burst out. “After we get back from Manila. You can be my guide, Major Taguchi! To the project, and to the land there. I’ll write it up afterwards; it’s been too long since I did any writing as a naturalist, not a politician.” 
 
    Josh looked a little staggered—and it would do his career no harm at all, of course, provided none of the polar-bears or arctic wolf-packs ate the President. Then Edith cleared her throat, rose and caught the eye of the wives. 
 
    “We should leave the President and…” 
 
    She smoothly topped herself from saying the men, as she might have a few years ago, or today in different company. 
 
    “… the relevant people to discuss other matters,” she said. “Thank you for an absolutely lovely dinner, Luz dear, and you, Miss Whelan. All the fun of a picnic and none of the drawbacks. And it’s good to see children in this house again.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Aunt Edith. Always a pleasure to repay so many years of hospitality and kindness.” 
 
    Josh jerked slightly and rose too; Luz would have bet that one or both of his sisters had kicked him hard under the table. Luz caught their eyes and flicked hers down: stay. When the good-nights had been said, that left her, Ciara, the Taguchi sisters, James and Director Wilkie sitting to either side of the President and his son, after a little chair-shifting to make conversation easier. 
 
    Luz glanced aside for an instant. The moon was rising from the sea, and the stars were very bright; the breeze was cool but comfortable. This had always been the place she thought of as home… doubly so since she and Ciara had shared the pledge-rings they still wore on the terrace above and vowed to make a life and family together. 
 
    “I already presumed that this wasn’t a purely social occasion,” Luz said dryly. “I know how many people want some of your time, Uncle Teddy.” 
 
    “Everybody in America!” the President said with a laugh. 
 
    “One hundred thirty-nine million, then, as of the 1920 census,” Ciara said, with a wry smile, then added with a glance at the newly-appointed Governor: “That’s not counting the Philippines, General. That would be another ten million. Not many seconds left for yourself, Colonel!” 
 
    He’d suggested she use that title for him years ago—it was what he preferred from adults not quite close enough to call him Theodore, though Luz got a pass on Uncle Teddy because she’d been using that since she was in knee-socks. 
 
    Ted Jr. chuckled, but added seriously: “We’ll need to add them, eventually, I think. Which is why getting things there right, and doing it right now, modernizing the country on a Progressive basis, is very important. We’re going to need everyone… everyone we can get… in the world as it is. America will.” 
 
    Roosevelt nodded. “Exactly. That’s why I just quashed another damned attempt at immigration restriction: the idiots couldn’t see that Germany is making us a free gift of two million of Europe’s best every year to build up our country… like those Russians Major Taguchi mentioned. The nation needs everyone’s service, and it needs the best every son— 
 
    He glanced at Luz from under his brows and over the pince-nez spectacles he wore in defiance of modern fashions, like the bushy graying mustache under the nose that bore them. 
 
    “—and every daughter of America can yield, which is why it’s criminally stupid or treasonous or both to hold any citizen of the Republic back from exercising their talents to the full in the nation’s service. Now let’s get to specifics. John?” 
 
    The Director of the Black Chamber began: 
 
    “Unfortunately I’ll need to review some geopolitical generalities first. You’ll know the Japanese opened their first small V-gas plant in late ’18, almost exactly four years ago. In Korea—” 
 
    Which had been a Japanese colony for most of this century. 
 
    “—in the north, near the Yalu.” 
 
    “We were surprised they did it so quickly,” Roosevelt said. 
 
    “It’s a complex job,” Ciara said thoughtfully. 
 
    She and Luz had been involved in security work for the American V-gas factory in Zacatecas, down in the Mexican Protectorate, and foiled a German attack on it with smuggled sky-torpedoes towards the end of the Great War. Back when the little self-guided flying bombs were a novelty, another of the Wunderwaffen that had almost won Germany the war. And had won Berlin a dominion stretching from the Atlantic to Siberia. 
 
    “Right on the edge of the practicable, even for Germany’s chemical industry. The Japanese must have substantially increased their command of chemical engineering plant while doing it. It’s not like making bulk sulfuric acid.” 
 
    “The Japanese are an extraordinary people, Miss Whelan, fully our equals,” the President said thoughtfully. “I’ve always thought so—I met Japanese students at Harvard as a young man, and I counted one of them among my friends; smart as whips, disciplined as monks, demons for work, and proud as lions. They were polite to a fault, but brooked no insolence from any man.” 
 
    That was a high complement from the man who’d popularized the slogan: Speak softly, but carry a big stick. 
 
    “Look at what they’ve accomplished! When I was born in 1858 they were still fighting in armor with bows and swords, but they whipped the Russians on land and sank their fleet at Tsushima when I was in my second term… I thought they would win that war, but not many others did… and now they’re building first-class battleships and aeroplanes and they rule half of Asia!” 
 
    “Their industries still have technical weaknesses, though, sir,” Ciara said. “They’ve been growing very fast, but some things just take time. It took us generations of hard work to catch up to the British, and we started closer and could lure over their best to settle here. The Japanese began with final products and simple things like textiles and have been working their way back up the manufacturing chains. And adapting the technology to their circumstances and habits—very sensible of them.” 
 
    “Exactly, Miss Whelan,” Wilkie said respectfully. “And we determined that the Germans gave them substantial help with their V-gas factory. Technical information, crucial parts and the loan of several engineers who’d worked on their own plants in Staaken and then the one in Rostov-on-Don. Pardon me, in Ermanaricshafen.” 
 
    There were quiet snorts and rolled eyes: Ermanaric had been… probably… a quasi-mythical Gothic king in the Ukraine in the fourth century AD, one who figured prominently in the Völsungasaga and the Nibelungenlied. The Germans were notorious for ransacking history and legend for ethnically suitable names to plaster on their vastly enlarged realm. The Ukraine was the East Gothic Marchland these days; and Romania was the Government-General of Gepidia. Named after the Gepids, a wandering Germanic tribe who’d squatted on their hams and picked lice out of their butter-smeared braids there for a while in the Dark Ages before vanishing into the blue. Nobody but specialists had even heard of them until their moniker was dredged out of history’s dungheap. 
 
    Wilkie and both Roosevelts nodded to James Cheine; he’d sabotaged the Staaken V-gas plant. Coincidentally at the same time as Luz and Ciara were in Berlin stealing the secrets of the German Telemobiloscope, which had proved to be a life-saving coincidence for all three of them and several others besides including his wife-to-be Yvonne and their adopted daughter Simone. 
 
    “I’m not surprised, sir, Mr. President,” James said. “It was to their advantage to help the Japanese, even if Japan was technically on our side in the Great War. Most of Japan’s gains came at the expense of France and Russia. And the Dutch, after they were annexed by Berlin. The minor German possessions in the Far East that Tokyo snapped up in 1914 hurt nothing but the Kaiser’s pride.” 
 
    “It’s very much to Berlin’s advantage to have us facing another Great Power in Asia,” the President agreed. “And it is very much to our advantage not to drive Japan into a real alliance with Germany, which is why we didn’t object when we found that Japan was quietly buying parts… and manufacturing equipment… in our sphere and in the British Empire… for its second V-gas plant. It’ll be in Manchuria, by the way, not far from Harbin.” 
 
    Manchuria had been a formal Japanese colony for about four years now… and was safely distant from the ocean and its largest city, Harbin, was in the middle of Japanese-controlled territory for many hundreds of miles in all directions. The Germans had put their second V-gas plant in Rostov-on-Don—or Ermanaricshafen—for the same sort of reasons. 
 
    “We couldn’t stop them anyway, not short of war, sir,” Ciara said. “Only slow them down and aggravate them.” 
 
    “Whereas if we don’t, they remember how much they don’t want to be left alone with Germany,” Luz said clinically. 
 
    “Exactly,” the elder Roosevelt said. “A game with three sides is almost infinitely more complex than one with two. The Japanese are—for now—the weakest of the three major blocs in military and industrial terms, but they’re in the strongest diplomatic position because both the others are forced to court them.” 
 
    “A Three-Body Problem,” Ciara said, and he chuckled. 
 
    Luz was only vaguely aware that that referred to some mathematical-astronomical puzzle because her partner had mentioned it as a challenging one; from their blank looks nobody else in the gazebo even had that. 
 
    Uncle Teddy is the best-read man I’ve ever met, she thought. He can talk to nearly anyone about their specialty! 
 
    “But the problem is…” Luz prompted. 
 
    Wilkie sighed. “That someone else is buying the same parts as the Japanese, with their purchases as cover and the no questions asked way the deals were done helping them.” 
 
    “Clever,” Ciara noted. 
 
    “It’s why we didn’t spot it for so long. Some third party, not the Japanese government.” 
 
    The President sighed as well. “It’s bad that the Japanese have V-gas. For some other, unknown group to get it is worse… much, much worse. Potentially catastrophic. The Japanese are ruthless but rational: they know they’ve been very lucky as well as tough and smart.” 
 
    “They have what they want, and they want to live to enjoy it, like the Germans,” the younger Roosevelt said. 
 
    “Exactly,” the President said. “But we cannot tolerate a wild card—not a wild card with V-gas.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a third party, John?” Luz said, feeling a jolt through her stomach that seemed to run like an electric current into her brain. 
 
    “Definitely. Not one of the main blocs, or at least not the official, known-at-the-top sections thereof.” 
 
    They all nodded; the Central Powers’ sphere was no more a complete monolith than the Oceanian Alliance, less so if anything. There were plenty of Austro-Hungarians who resented their country’s dependence on Berlin, and the same went in spades for the Ottomans, smarting under barely-concealed German contempt for swarthy Orientalische Barbaren. 
 
    “The kicker was the methods of payment,” Wilkie said. “The Japanese were putting their purchases through Swiss banks, which have taken over a lot of the things that the City of London used to handle… to the extent that those things are still happening at all. Paying with commodities at several removes… tin ore and petroleum, copper and cotton and rice and coffee and tea and timber, shipped to Italy and Switzerland, mostly, and sometimes sold on to buyers in the Central Powers. With the Swiss bankers using multilateral balancing to smooth the flow of cash.” 
 
    “And the Swiss bankers don’t talk to us about their clients,” Luz said. 
 
    “Or anyone else,” Wilkie said. “Which is convenient sometimes, and a pain in the… fundament at others, like this.” 
 
    A lot of world trade had just stopped when the two great financial centers of London and Paris and their clearing houses and banks had been wiped out on October 6th, 1916. The United States had suffered far less than most of the civilized countries simply because it was more self-sufficient, but what large-scale trade occurred now was much more constrained and largely directed by governments. Private exchanges functioned more within the new global blocs, or around the edges like this. 
 
    “This other purchaser, the wild card, Mr. X, is using dollars—which are accepted everywhere now, though under the table in the Central Powers’ sphere. But they’re getting the dollars, and this we just learned, by selling on the art and antiquities market, which has always been shady anyway to put it mildly. Apart from gold and silver in ingot form, which plenty of people will take and not give a tinker’s dam that the ingots are ancient; the rest is jewels, jade, incredibly well-preserved Oriental antiques, mostly of Chinese origin.” 
 
    The President amplified: “Song and Jin dynasties, some older than that, nothing later. Medieval Central Asian and near Eastern gear too, and a few Russian artifacts. Worth many millions in total.” 
 
    The Taguchi sisters looked at each other; they’d been taking courses in Asian art history, which partly explained why they were here now, Junior Field Operatives though they were. Their faces were another part, of course. 
 
    Luz closed her eyes for a moment weighing the possibilities. The problem was that V-gas was power in concentrated form; and who didn’t want power? For this purpose, or that, but it all came down to power. 
 
    “It couldn’t be the French, could it?” she said, opening them in alarm. 
 
    They had East Asian ties that had persisted after the loss of Indo-China, not least through their South Pacific island colonies, and they still owned a chunk of the International Settlement in Shanghai. 
 
    “God forbid!” the President said. “But no.” 
 
    The French had survived the destruction of Paris and the breaking of the Western Front as a nation only by mass flight; its European homeland was an emptiness now being resettled by the Germans, except for a few million survivors toiling in labor-gangs under kicks and clubs and dying like flies of hunger and disease. Thirty million French exiles now lived in the National Redoubt of Overseas France, just lately redubbed New France… formerly the French colonies and protectorates of North Africa from Tunis to Agadir. 
 
    Polite people in the Oceanian Alliance didn’t mention what had happened to the natives, the truth of which was… 
 
    Very much what happened to the Armenians, only bigger and faster, done with Christian discretion, efficiency and dispatch rather than slovenly Asiatic noise and fuss, Luz thought with mordant irony. 
 
    Wilkie shook his head. “We investigated that first; Station Chief Durán in New Paris…” 
 
    “Formerly Algiers, and aren’t there are a lot of places with new names these days!” Luz murmured; Roberto Durán was an old friend. 
 
    He frowned and continued: “… did an exhaustive comb-through. Plenty of people in Nouvelle France would gladly bring the whole world down in wreck if they could pay the Germans back in their own coin, but Foch and Lyautey are too sensible to risk the final extermination of their people for that, and they understand why we won’t let them anywhere near V-gas.” 
 
    Resentfully, but they do, Luz filled in, silently this time. 
 
    Roosevelt took up the logic-train: “We’ve independently corroborated their assurances. It’s not France, not officially and not some rogue faction either. Nor the British. Lord Protector Milner wants revenge too, but he wants it after the British Empire has re-established itself and not as part of a mutual suicide pact; he cooperated fully with us in making sure it wasn’t some blood-crazed British madmen out to visit London on Berlin.” 
 
    “Have we looked at Shanghai?” Luz said. “Since there’s a strong Asian angle to all this. The French and British aren’t the only ones who’d like to see Germany wiped out… ¡Dios mio! Who in Europe doesn’t, including some of their own allies? They have a gift for making people hate them. And the Japanese have made more than a few mortal enemies too—much of China, for starters. People who’d be delighted to see Tokyo or Kyoto have their very own October 6th.” 
 
    The President and Wilkie glanced briefly at each other, with the expressions of men glad to see their judgment confirmed. 
 
    “Yes, Shanghai is one of the sources for the artifacts, and the largest,” Wilkie said. “It’s as far back as we can trace, at least, though we haven’t been able to find out who in Shanghai, and we’ve lost several good men trying—whoever it is doesn’t want to be known, emphatically so. And that makes anyone in the Central Powers’ sphere a very unlikely candidate.” 
 
    Roosevelt’s old-fashioned bushy mustache bristled thoughtfully as he pursed his lips and polished his pince-nez on a silk handkerchief. 
 
    “Either it’s independents… who could be Chinese, European exiles, a combination of those… or some faction or element in the Empire of Greater Japan who don’t have official approval,” he said. 
 
    Wilkie took up the thread: “Japan has a bad case of Victory Disease, and there are groups there who don’t like the cautious line the Genro, their elder statesmen, are taking now. Acute of you to deduce Shanghai, Luz; determining that took some effort, with assistance from the Imperial Secret Service.” 
 
    Which was the British equivalent of the Black Chamber. 
 
    “It’s just logical,” Luz said. 
 
    Susan had told her a great deal about her hometown, and she’d gone on from there to research of her own. It was an interesting city… as in may you live in interesting times. 
 
    “Everything’s for sale in the International Settlement, and there are major banks in Shanghai too, serious money. They’re much more autonomous now that the Bank of England and the Bank of France are one with Nineveh and Tyre… and the Imperial Bank in New Delhi hasn’t gotten a tight grip, not yet. Many of their directors are only notionally British or French nationals—British-Indians from Bombay, Parsis, and others who are Baghdadi Jewish by origin. The Sassoons, for instance.” 
 
    “And there’s been unrest in India. The British settlers there are twenty or thirty times more numerous now, more all the time and there to stay,” Wilkie noted. “It’d be much worse if there was any alternative except the Germans and the Japanese, but some individuals or groups could be indulging in wishful thinking about independence, not just the qualified Dominion Status they’ve got now.” 
 
    Luz made a gesture of agreement. “Plenty of well-placed financiers in Shanghai would serve as conduits and agents with no questions asked and official policy from New Delhi be damned. The Swiss are careless babblers by comparison.” 
 
    “In the US, the major entry port seems to be San Francisco—we have most of the people in the world with enough money to make that sort of purchase,” Wilkie said. “The rest, largely in the British Empire, and some in South America—Brazil and Argentina, perhaps Chile.” 
 
    “There’s a premium on items that combine light weight and small bulk with high realizable value,” James Cheine said thoughtfully. “A lot of wealthy Europeans have moved here or to South America, and they like to keep a just-in-case stash on hand lest they have to run for the exits again. So do the richer natives. It’s a lesson reinforced by bitter experience, and damned if they’d care where it came from if the price was right.” 
 
    “Everything’s negotiable down there,” Wilkie agreed. 
 
    “So, you want an operation mounted to find out where this stuff originates… which would give us whoever’s trying to set up their own horror-gas plant?” Luz said. 
 
    “Small horror-gas plant,” Ciara added. “From what you said, Director Wilkie, I’d guess someone’s trying for a miniaturized plant, not really a factory—small-scale batch production, at least at first. I’d guess doing only the final synthesis, purchasing the precursor chemicals?” 
 
    Roosevelt and Wilkie looked at each other in satisfaction again and nodded. 
 
    “Of course, it doesn’t take much V-gas to… do… a lot,” Ciara concluded. 
 
    “It doesn’t take much of the… accursed stuff… to kill thousands or tens of thousands,” the President growled. 
 
    I’ve never heard him really swear in the usual sense, Luz thought. But that’s about as close as he’s ever come. 
 
    “We’ve managed to create a world with a lot of people mad for revenge and the perfect means to satisfy it just tantalizingly out of reach,” Luz said, and he nodded. 
 
    “Or worse, someone might be planning on using it and throwing the blame on one of the blocs, trying to start another Great War. We’re all on a hair trigger because striking first would give a substantial advantage. The consequences of that… just don’t bear thinking of. John?” 
 
    Wilkie nodded. “We actually intend two operations, running independently. One headed by you and Senior Field Operative Whelan, the other by Executive Field Operative Cheine.” 
 
    Luz gestured agreement; that was good practice. In fact… 
 
    “Which means we should discuss this separately from this point on,” she said. And for emphasis concluded with: “Sir.” 
 
    “Yes. But you should know that at least there is another operation, to keep from stumbling over each other. Refer your plans to me: I’ll let you know if anything’s incompatible. This has a top-priority authorization, so you can both ask for anything within reason in the way of resources.” 
 
    Luz and James Cheine looked at each other. 
 
    If I know James, and I do, he’ll go in lone-wolf. I’m going to want something a lot more elaborate, she thought, noting the shrewd blue eyes behind Roosevelt’s pince-nez looking back and forth between them and missing nothing. 
 
    “And one more question: how close is Mister X to a V-gas manufacturing capacity?” Luz said, feeling that she’d just barely beaten James to it. “Because we should know how long we have.” 
 
    Wilkie and the elder Roosevelt shared a glance again. “We don’t know,” the Director said. “Not precisely—because we can’t be sure we’ve identified everything they bought. But at a minimum…” 
 
    “Far too close,” Theodore Roosevelt said. “Far, far too close.” 
 
    She smiled, and the President matched it. After a moment, so did James. 
 
    It was a hunter’s smile. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Luz raised herself on one elbow. Ciara’s gurgling chuckle and the happy drum of her feet on the sheets was soft in the quiet of the guest room—perfectly comfortable, and not stuffy at all with the windows overlooking the courtyard open to mild air smelling of gardens and the sea, and under it a tang of musk and sweat. The moonlight was bright enough to glitter a little on her turquoise-green eyes. 
 
    Luz smiled a sated smile. “Nice to be appreciated, mi corazon,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, you were fierce tonight,” Ciara said. “Lovely! You always get that way when you’re scenting danger or working out plans in your head, darling.” 
 
    “I do?” Luz said, a bit surprised. 
 
    I shouldn’t be, that she knows me well, she thought. I was never with anyone long before her. It’s… very good. 
 
    Ciara smiled mischievously. “And it makes me feel so naughty doing that with the President in the house!” 
 
    Sobering, her partner went on: “I know we’ve talked this over… but that was general. It’s the children…” 
 
    “Children mean giving hostages to fortune,” Luz said gently. 
 
    Even more than loving, Luz thought, and continued: 
 
    “You could stay here with the girls,” she said. 
 
    Stray locks fluttered around Ciara’s face as she shook her head. 
 
    “No. Think of the last field mission,” she said. 
 
    Luz nodded: in Zacatecas it had been Ciara who put the final clues together, about how the Germans were planning on destroying the V-gas plant. 
 
    “This mission is going to have technical aspects too,” Ciara said. “And you need someone who can tap phones and set microphones and spot it when someone’s doing it to you. And… we saved the world together, darling!” 
 
    Luz laughed. “Yes, we did. And that was even before we’d… well, I was already in love with you.” 
 
    “And I with you. I had no idea what was involved but I was quite certain.” 
 
    “We could leave the kids here and have your aunties come and look after them,” Luz said. 
 
    Ciara sighed. Her aunt Colleen—and Colleen’s life-companion, honorary Auntie Treinel—would do a good job of it. They’d done more than half the work of raising her and her brother Colm, when Ciara’s mother died not long after she was born, and they’d formed a mutual adoration society with what they considered their grandchildren on visits over the last few years. 
 
    Though of course they’re older now… and the girls are past four and a real handful… 
 
    “The thing is, Luz my heart… the children might not be all that much safer here,” she said. “There’s what happened to the Sommermanns…” 
 
    Luz nodded in grim agreement; eight months ago the wife and four young children of an operative in San Francisco had been found butchered in his home—and he’d shot himself without bothering to write down any suspicions first. 
 
    “There’s always the chance that our covers might get blown, and someone could try and use them as leverage against us. The Chamber could guard them…” 
 
    “But would anyone guard them as well as we can?” Ciara said. “Without us… it would mean locking them up, even if the prison was invisible and comfortable. Which I will not do unless there’s no choice.” 
 
    “They need their parents badly at their age,” Luz said. “If things get much more hairy than I think, we can put them in a safe-house later.” 
 
    They looked at each other: it was one of those situations without any really good answer. 
 
    “Let’s get your aunties here anyway,” Luz said, smiling. “They could enjoy the house and the climate—hard not to, after Boston winters—and look after Safira while the staff pamper them.” 
 
    Safira was their cat, and a bit older than their children; the aunties had recently lost the last of theirs to age and general decrepitude. 
 
    Ciara sighed. Luz could feel her pushing it out of her mind for now; you had to be able to do things like that. It was surprisingly hard… 
 
    And I always thought of myself as the hard one. 
 
    Then Ciara’s smile went from wry to devilish. She rolled over suddenly, atop and straddling Luz’s hips with hers, her hands pinning her shoulders to the sheet. 
 
    “Are you still feeling fierce, my darling?” she said, sliding her hands in until they cupped the back of Luz’s neck. 
 
    Luz smiled up at the shadowed face she knew so well, running her fingers lightly up the insides of the other’s arms. 
 
    “No,” she said. “But I could manage naughty.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER THREE: 
 
    American National Airways Airship Bunker Hill 
 
    Approaching General Sherman Airship Haven 
 
    San Francisco, California 
 
    October 5th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
   “Golly!” Ciara said beside Luz, leaning on the railing and looking down at the Bay City through the broad inward-slanting windows of the Bunker Hill’s observation gallery. “They’re tearing the place up for fair, aren’t they? Even more than when the aunties and I were here for the Exposition in ’15. Of course, we came in by train… my, that was a treat! My first trip outside the east! And everything at the Exposition was so beautiful! Well, not the Midway, but that was so much fun.” 
 
    “The President was a very good friend of Daniel Burnham’s,” Luz said. 
 
    “The city planner who did Union Station and all those other buildings in Washington, and cleaned up the Mall?” Ciara said. “And who designed the first steel-frame buildings in Chicago?” 
 
    That was the sort of thing her engineer’s mind noticed. 
 
    “That’s him, and they weren’t only commissions he got from the White House; Uncle Teddy was very impressed with the way he handled the Chicago Exposition back in ’93, the White City. He’s the one who came up with that saying: Make no little plans; they have no magic to stir men's blood.” 
 
    The cloth-covered aluminum of the gallery’s railing was warm and rock-steady under her hand, with only the slightest vibration from the engines in the corridors along the airship’s flanks fifty feet above their heads. The sun was high overhead—it was quarter-past noon—and the shadow of the airship floated over the city below as they slowed and descended and came around into the wind from the west. 
 
    “It was Mr. Burnham?” Ciara said, surprised. “I thought that was the President!” 
 
    The chatter of pre-landing conversations in different languages went through the big space around them as people waited for the docking; English being the most common by a large margin, Spanish next, but including Portuguese and French and something Scandinavian and Yiddish and Japanese. And, she thought, Arabic, which she didn’t speak but could recognize, along with several others she didn’t know at all. It gave them perfect privacy if they were soft-voiced without attention-drawing whispers, though there were people at the rail not far away. 
 
    “No, that was Burnham… but it sounds like something el jefe would say, doesn’t it?” she said. 
 
    Catching the Bunker Hill in Los Angeles had been part of their cover; they’d have taken the Coastal Express train if they were traveling in their own personas. This airship was one of ten on the Vancouver to Buenos Aires run, with half a dozen stops in between; documents would show that her party of five adults and four children had booked through from Mexico City and stopped off in LA before getting on the next flight north a few days later, as travelers often did. 
 
    “No wonder they got on well!” Ciara said. 
 
    “No wonder indeed. The President thought it was very short-sighted of the San Franciscans to reject Burnham’s plan for rebuilding the city after the earthquake in 1906,” she continued. “Back then the Federal government didn’t have nearly as much say in that sort of thing as it does now.” 
 
    Ciara sighed. “I don’t recall ’06 very clearly—I remember hearing about the quake and the fire and feeling sorry for all the poor people who lost their homes, but at eleven distant things don’t strike home. It was like a story, and of course I’d never left Boston—never did, until a trip to New York to buy books for the store later, Da being too sick by then.” 
 
    “I was fifteen. We were staying in Mexico City that year, mi Papá was working on a water-supply contract there. But I cried when I saw the pictures in the newspapers—we visited here often, and we had family friends then who lived in town. Old San Francisco… it was a mess, but it had an indescribable charm.” 
 
    “I suppose they just wanted to get roofs over their heads again as fast as they could. But they’re doing Mr. Burnham’s Plan now, sure and they are!” 
 
    They certainly were, with modifications… 
 
    Ones that make it even more grandiose, Luz thought. Which… 
 
    "¡Y todos, incluido yo, dijimos que no se podía hacer!" she murmured, voicing the thought aloud; she would have said that it couldn’t be done. 
 
    Since the 1912 election what Theodore Roosevelt wanted badly enough, he got, and even America’s brief, eventful participation in the last eighteen months of the Great War had only slowed down San Francisco’s transformation temporarily. And the Party loved big plans and massive projects, anyway. California was strongly Progressive, one of the PRP’s heartlands and hence abundantly showered with its largess. 
 
    Even Los Angeles, that promised land of boom-and-bust sub-divider speculative build-now-damn-tomorrow boosterism, had a city plan and a Progressive-style metro-area government with a figurehead mayor and a City Manager with an engineering degree running things now. Albeit they’d swallowed hard at the green-belts and easements the leadership insisted on, lest the place and the suburbs it spawned swallow everything between the mountains and the sea. 
 
    Though naturally enough the plan there had been drafted by Burnham’s greatest rival, Charles Robinson, and the Angelenos swore it was a much better plan and that they’d implement it quicker and more efficiently, and LA had a nicer climate anyway… and… and… 
 
    And finishing with an animal scream of: So take that, you effete mongrel Bay City snobs! 
 
    Unlike some in other states, both cities were actually charging ahead full-tilt to implement their plans, too. 
 
    From twelve hundred feet you could see the north-pointing thumb of the Peninsula that held the city, laid out like a giant room-sized map, one that showed everything but still gave you a visceral sense of the sheer size of it all. 
 
    And how Burnham’s great tree-lined radial arteries and massive squares and curving parkways now slashed through the old simple grid that had been laid out in the Gold Rush era with no regard for the hills. A third of the city’s vastly-enlarged area—Metro San Francisco now included everything down to what had been San Mateo county at the base of the peninsula—was slated to remain in open public spaces, enough for a population of millions… 
 
    Though right now it was in raw mounds of earth and fresh plantings and trenches for irrigation pipes and sewers and water and electricity, where parks and lakes and bandstands and sports-grounds and amphitheaters and museums and parade-grounds and a Tivoli-style amusement park would be. Other developments were just as ambitious, factory zones and new docks and American National Airways’ second major airship yard. The new housing was laid out on the Savannah Squares model, fashionably patriotic as a memorial since Savannah had been the only American city where the U-boat had managed to launch V-gas in 1916. 
 
    Even with the Chamber-provided warning time over a thousand had died—she had a friend whose parents and sisters had perished there. Right now it was the outlines of garden-centered squares, fading into scrub; they were too high to see the ones only marked by surveyor’s pegs. 
 
    “And that’s the Tower of Jewels rising again!” Ciara said, pointing to one of what had been the Twin Peaks in the center of town. “That was the first time I heard the President, when he gave that great speech in 1915 about how the buildings at the Exposition were too wonderful to vanish like a dream of beauty and order, and that they’d be rebuilt in imperishable marble and granite to glorify the city and America for ages to come. I cried then myself, but for happiness.” 
 
    “Meaning rebuilt in nearly imperishable steel and concrete and then covered in marble and granite cladding,” Luz observed. 
 
    “Well, yes, but that’s to make them earthquake-proof. Like your Da did our own house! So many clever features there! I wish… I wish I could have met him, and your mother. Though…” 
 
    And I wish he and Mima could have lived to see their granddaughters, Luz thought; it was bittersweet. Though that would have had… awkward elements… as witness that pause for thought Ciara just had. 
 
    The second incarnation of the Tower of Jewels was to be six hundred and fifty feet high, an elongated wedding cake of Beaux-Arts marble-statue-and-column neoclassicism in the style currently known as American Imperial, wrapped around office space and God alone knew what else. Topped with a giant illuminated globe held between the upswept wings of an even more titanic eagle, and the building covered like the shorter and squatter Exposition original in hundreds of thousands of Bohemian-style (but this time patriotically locally-made) cut-crystal jewels each strung on brass wire in front of a little mirror, to make the whole thing shimmer like a rippling coat of multicolored sequins in sunlight… though she remembered that the night views with the searchlights playing on it had been even more impressive, and not quite as… 
 
    Too-too-much as it was in the daytime, because darkness and flashing lights hid the overdone allegorical statuary; it wasn’t my favorite part of the Panama-Pacific Exposition, despite the fact that I really like that general style of architecture. Maybeck’s work with the Palace of Fine Arts was exquisite and it’ll make a superb Arts school down in the Marina district. The Tower… not so much. 
 
    Atop a nine-hundred-foot hill and at the near-center of the city it would certainly dominate San Francisco and the Bay forever, rearing fifteen hundred feet above the sea and visible like a shaft of iridescent flame for a hundred miles at night. 
 
    “It’s not just the Tower, either,” Ciara said enthusiastically. “It’s the reservoir they’re making there too, ready to flow down by gravity in an emergency. So clever! Once it’s full of that fine pure mountain water from the new Hetch Hetchy aqueduct, even the worst earthquake won’t be able to cut off the city’s water supply and let everything burn the way it did last time! And it will look so pretty as well, all surrounded by gardens, and with little boats for parents and children.” 
 
    “Very true,” Luz said. “That’s Progress for you.” 
 
    “This will be the most beautiful, the finest, city in the whole world, with the sea and the Bay and what we’re building!” Ciara said, with a new-minted Californian’s State chauvinism. “I’m so proud we’re part of all this—that everyone is, now!” 
 
    A new, giant version of the Court of the Universe from the Exposition was being rebuilt at the eastern foot of the hill at the junction of five great avenues, three hundred and fifty yards by two hundred and fifty. It was to be centered on fountains and flower-banks and reflecting pools, rimmed by immense curving colonnades of green-streaked red marble, and two-hundred-foot triumphal arches with mosaic murals of extremely edited historical scenes. It was all a little like the Piazza di San Pietro before St. Peter’s in Rome, but surrounded by gold-domed buildings—ones that looked like the Hagia Sophia’s bigger, richer, flashier-dressing sister. Those would hold the new City Hall and opera house and central library and archives and others this time, rather than exhibitions. 
 
    It would be linked to the tower by an enormous stepped ceremonial stairway up the terraced gardens of the hillside… and on the inside by high-capacity express elevators at the end of an arched tunnel. The plans called for an eventual link to a subway station beneath… on an as-yet-unbuilt subway system whose engineering problems in an earthquake zone were monumental, as Ciara had eagerly told her, in considerable detail. 
 
    Today it was all steel skeletons and timber forms holding poured concrete, cranes and a vast expanse of trampled dirt, machines and swarming ant-tiny workers hard at it in the bright mid-morning sun; the usual fog had burned off in the opening hours of the day. 
 
    Ciara’s voice grew dreamy: “And our children will bring their children here… and our grandchildren will bring their grandchildren… Up the Tower of Jewels, until they’re higher than this airship is now! And they’ll take the little ones by the hand to the railing, and they’ll show it all to them, what we’re building now and what comes after that we can’t even imagine, and say: 
 
    “Your ancestors built this—with their dreams, and the sweat that makes dreams real. Your ancestors in blood, and your ancestors in spirit too. All this they did for you and your children and children’s children, all their descendants and all the ones we call to join our great people from every land. So be strong, be brave, be wise and loyal—and when all this is yours, be worthy of them and their faith in you.” 
 
    Luz sighed and leaned closer, their shoulders touching, enjoying the contact and the slight strawberry scent of the other’s hair as they dreamed together. They were silent for a long moment, and then Luz shook herself and said solemnly: 
 
    “And at last we’ll be able to hold up our heads when ambassadors from Barsoom talk about the towers of Helium and John Carter, Warlord of Mars.” 
 
    “Oh, you!” Ciara laughed, poking her hard in the ribs, and delivering another with each repetition: 
 
    “You, you, you! You and your Burroughs! There aren’t any cities on Mars and won’t be until we go there and build them!” 
 
    “And when we do, mi dulce amor, it’ll be because people like Burroughs and Wells made us dream of it,” Luz retorted. 
 
    “And people like your Da or me build the ships… the space-ships… to get there.” 
 
    Just then a shrill excited treble voice called behind her: 
 
    “Obachan! Looook a’ meeee! I’ma birdeeeee upppp ina skyyyyy.” 
 
    She turned to see Colleen dash by, with her red locks fluttering over an enormous toothy grin, arms spread like a bird, pinafore fluttering, her small shoes making a rapid patter on the spruce veneer of the deck between reckless hops and flapping and one of the Taguchi sisters in close pursuit, dodging other passengers. Fortunately little Colleen was looking over her shoulder and laughing, and didn’t see Susan Zhou’s arms until they closed around her. 
 
    A few of the other passengers sitting at the small round tables or looking out the gallery windows were annoyed in a tight-lipped silent way, but more were smiling indulgently; about the usual ratio she’d gotten used to when a child got exuberant in public… though quite rightly it flipped if you couldn’t control them fairly quickly, unless you were in a park or something of that sort. 
 
    Over the wail of little-girl protest as Susan Zhou scooped her up—birdees, apparently, disliked having their flights cut short—Luz said: 
 
    “Let’s round them up, querida, and get them into their overcoats and secured for landing.” 
 
    “All hands on deck!” Ciara agreed. “Golly, but kids are labor-intensive!” 
 
    “I am never, ever going to have these myself! They’d exhaust a saint!” Midori wheezed. “A Buddhist saint! Why doesn’t our species eat its young?” 
 
    “Because we’re not reptiles?” Luz said dryly. 
 
    Midori went on heedless: “And how does anyone survive long enough to grow up?” 
 
    “Daily miracles and a lot of hard work,” Ciara said cheerfully. 
 
    Then: “Luciana! Mary! Patricia! ¡Ven a mami!” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The landing section of the new General Sherman Airship Haven was all done, modern and efficient, but that was because it was the waterfront type used in port cities with reliably calm harbors. There were floating cradles for the dirigibles so they could land and launch nose into the wind; then they were nudged around by special tugs and slid neatly into giant hangars anchored to the shore with connections for fuel-gas, lift-gas and loading arrangements. It had all been built in the Union Point shipyards a bit south of here and floated in with even the paint-job complete, in burnt umber and Parrish blue. 
 
    There would eventually be a waterfront building for arrivals and departures with all the bells and whistles, from baggage-sorting behind the scenes to fancy waiting-rooms, restaurants and shops. It would be gigantic though not necessarily by comparison to the hangars, which could accommodate the latest thousand-foot metalclads with space to spare for future designs. And it would put the next-door Ferry Building to shame, but in a vaguely similar Venetian-Renaissance style. 
 
    Right now that was yet more muddy pits and dirt and grinding concrete mixers and hammering rivet-guns and a mad rush before lunch hour, with a timber bridge and a complex of temporary sheds threaded with even more temporary paths leading out to Embarcadero Avenue proper through the work-site. All of them were full of more construction workers, from engineers with blueprints on clipboards down to laborers in dungarees, and Haven employees and passengers too, everyone needing to be careful amid buffeting crowds. 
 
    “Mothers with small children coming through! Make way for the future!” someone called. 
 
    Sparing her the trouble of using that polite, Department of Public Health and Eugenics-approved version of a heartfelt: get out of the fucking way, you selfish pendejos! 
 
    People dutifully squeezed aside to let Luz and her party through the press—and other mothers and children, one of whom was about eight months pregnant as well as leading a toddler, and flashed her a smile as Luz motioned her to go first. She vividly remembered that lumbering, waddling feeling, like being a cross between an obese duck and a seasick whale. They plunged into narrow, rickety, shadowy passageways suspended on temporary truss-work and pilings across the foundation-diggings, walled off with boards and chicken-wire and combinations of both. 
 
    Election posters still covered a fair bit from the last Presidential contest and for the upcoming midterms, though ordinary advertising rested below and in places above the Party and Department of Public Information contributions. Everyone had known the result in advance of November 1920 and there wasn’t much doubt who California was sending to the Senate and House this year except for a few of the deeply stupid; the demoralized Democrats were a pathetic regional remnant these days, and the Socialists a minor ginger-group in a few big eastern cities with one solitary Congresswoman named Flora Hamburger representing the Lower East Side of New York. 
 
    Or Nuu Yawk, as she’d put it. 
 
    But the Party didn’t take chances it didn’t have to, and had worked hard to get out the vote. 1920 hadn’t been quite the overwhelming landslide 1916 had been, just after the German attempt to destroy America, but it had been… 
 
    Close enough for government work, she thought. 
 
    There were the usual colorful stylized sheets showing great projects—the Department of Public Information could do that without being too nakedly partisan, because those were the massive public-works programs the Progressive Republican Party had accomplished or was working on, and which the States-Rights, small-government Democrats abominated. Boulder Gorge Dam with the twelve-hundred by-seven-hundred-foot American eagle on its downstream face was always a favorite, along with the aqueducts and transmission lines bringing water and power to farms and cities, and the first run of the all-electric Federal Express train between Boston and Washington at ninety miles an hour last June, with— 
 
    JUST THE BEGINNING! 
 
    —beneath it. 
 
    Battleships and airships and soaring aeroplanes and powerful locomotives had their place too, and spic-and-span row houses or low-rise apartment buildings replacing slums, with families playing and breadwinners coming home to be greeted by their children. 
 
    And others more generalized: brawny workers and farmers and heroic soldiers, or square-jawed engineers and wise scientists and compassionate nurses and teachers and busy clerks at typewriters, and mothers with tow-haired moppets—a category which Luz realized with a degree of bemusement now included herself. All marching forward under Uncle Teddy’s direction into the radiant Future, amid idealized harvest fields and laden orchards and busy but rather too-clean-for-real factories and irrigation canals threading the desert and laboratories and schools and playgrounds. 
 
    The only real differences from the posters she remembered from ’16 was that the aspirational-ideal farmers were nearly all on tractors rather than driving mule or horse-teams, which really was happening but not nearly that quickly, and that for the campaigns of 1920 and still more of ’22, a light sprinkling of the soldiers, workers, nurses, mothers and tots had been Negro. In fact one scientist was clearly modeled on George Washington Carver, if you’d crossed him with the Greek god Zeus, put him in a white coat and given him a look of ruptured nobility as he held up a test-tube. 
 
    For the ’22 midterms a couple of others looked rather Mexican in an idealized way, accomplished by bronzing them up a bit and throwing in sombrero, serape and sandals. 
 
    Four or five million Negroes voted in 1920, and we’ve given American citizenship to about a million Mexicans since the Intervention started in 1913, one way or another, Luz thought. Voting makes you so much more visible… and so much more worth cultivating. It’s working that way for women, too. 
 
    Her cover persona this time actually was Mexican, and a landed blueblood who would think symbolizing her country by campesino looks and garb either deeply ignorant or insanely annoying. 
 
    “Sin duda los gringos tienen buenas intenciones,” she said aloud, through clenched teeth: Doubtless the gringos mean well, with intent to be overheard. 
 
    In her own persona Luz actually found both the propaganda aimed at the newly numerous Mexican-American vote and her cover’s reaction to it hilarious. The posters had obviously been done by artists who got their idea of Mexico and its inhabitants by riffling through a few articles in National Geographic or Life, or possibly dime-store illustrated Westerns and Hollywood horse operas like The Taming of Texas Pete, with Tom Mix subduing bandidos. And Mexicans of her cover’s stripe liked to pretend Mexico was much more Spanish and less indio than it was, and the same for themselves. Luz had to restrain an impulse to mug it up further; she was supposed to be playing a type, not satirizing it for a comedy revue. 
 
    But there was one poster that really caught her eye, long enough to make her pause; and it probably did as much as all the others combined to explain why the last few elections hadn’t been in the slightest doubt. People were looking at it… and looking disturbed when they moved on, even though it had been there long enough to peel and fade a bit. 
 
    It was a huge and gruesomely detailed print—obviously closely copied from a photograph—showing a Paris street littered with slewed or toppled autos and long-dead horses still in the traces of wagons. Some of the automobiles had crashed and burned and others just… stopped. Many of the wagons had lost a wheel or two to rust and freeze and thaw, and lay with their contents spilled and drifts of leaves and detritus piled against everything… 
 
    And the liquid-slumped or auto-mummified or just skeleton-tattered bodies of men, women and children lying sprawled where a hundred-odd tons of V-gas had caught them that morning five years and three weeks ago. It would have killed the rats and flies too at those concentrations… but the few surviving scavengers had bred back very fast with plenty to eat and nobody to disturb them. The twisted aluminum skeleton of a broken Zeppelin bomber was draped across a building in the middle distance, both burnt-out shells. 
 
    The photo must have been taken about a year after the 6th, Luz thought. 
 
    She was much more familiar by now with the stages of unburied human decay than she’d ever wanted to be. 
 
    Probably a picture by one of the German salvage teams—they’d gotten the surviving artwork and perishables by then, what didn’t burn in the big fires. By 1917 they’d have had time to go in after the durable stuff, but it was before they salvaged the autos and scrap metals and so forth. And they’re compulsive record-keepers, even when they shouldn’t be, and have absolutely no sense of public relations at all. So it probably wouldn’t occur to them not to have a photographer along. 
 
    That accorded with the German soldiers in suits like deep-sea divers and spike-topped globe helmets with glass face-masks and breathing tubes and oxygen bottles on their backs pushing hand-carts full of gold ingots from the ruins of the Bank of France towards a mobile decontamination chamber and a convoy of blocky Stoewer motor trucks on wartime spring-steel wheels. Even V-gas didn’t last forever, but in 1917 they would still have been taking no chances, especially in dark cool protected spots like a bank vault where something heavier than air could pool and wait with an infinite, impersonal malice. And the gold wasn’t going anywhere—they’d used it to back loans and their currency while it was still down there in the poisoned dark, for that matter. 
 
    One woman’s body in the foreground was collapsed over the corpse of a child where she had thrown herself in a vain attempt at protection, only a tiny withered hand showing. The air had been full of invisible death that morning, and there had been no shelter. 
 
    What was the bit from the Book of Joshua that Henrietta quoted about it? Luz thought; her friend Henrietta Colmer was from Georgia, and raised a Baptist. It goes… 
 
    She quoted under her breath: “And they utterly destroyed all that was in the city, both the man and the woman, the young and the old, and the ox, and the sheep, and the ass, with the edge of the sword, as the Lord God of Israel had commanded.” 
 
    Some things don’t change, except to get faster with modern labor-saving devices. 
 
    The titles above and below the photograph-derived print were: 
 
    THIS COULD HAVE BEEN US! 
 
    THE PRESIDENT KEPT US SAFE AND STRONG! 
 
    “We did keep that away from our shores and our people,” she murmured to Ciara—in Chinese, so nobody was likely to understand even if they overheard. “If we never do a worthwhile thing again in all our lives, you and I kept Boston and New York and Washington from being like that.” 
 
    Ciara nodded, but she was a little white around the mouth, and she was blinking. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, in English—it was meaningless without the context of Luz’s words. “But all those people we didn’t save, all those poor people… the children…” 
 
    Luz started to take her arm—all they could do in public, though a hug would be all right if there was actual weeping. At that moment Patricia trotted away from Susan Zhao’s side and tugged at Ciara’s hand, looking up earnestly and obviously on the verge of tears herself. 
 
    “Don’ be sad, Mommy Kay! Don’ be sad! Don’ cry, Mommy! Please don’ cry! Mommy Looz, kiss it all better so Mommy Kay don’ cry!” 
 
    Ciara blinked again, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, and lifted Patricia’s small solid weight up onto her hip—slightly difficult, since their children were in miniature but bulky camel-hair overcoats that made them almost square. 
 
    “Sure, and how could I be sad with my little Patty-Pat to love me?” she said. 
 
    Patricia wordlessly threw her arms around Ciara’s neck and jammed her face into the angle with her shoulder. Luz looked at her partner over the small fair head and put her hand on it, stroking and smiling as she felt the child relax: 
 
    “That’s another worthwhile thing we’ve done, isn’t it?” she said gently, seeing Ciara’s face unclench as well. 
 
    “Worthwhile as all the world, my darling.” 
 
    A few people gave her odd looks as they passed during the little exchange, but Luz wasn’t much worried. Households with two women raising children together weren’t common but they were far from rare in the postwar era, in a country with thousands upon thousands of war-widows among the native population and even more in the overwhelming immigrant flood. Young men were a minority in half the world these days, between death in battle, crippling wounds and preemptive massacre of potential fighters and fathers. 
 
    Most of the women making their homes together were doing it for practical reasons—shared expenses, shared labor, friendship and loneliness—but it was useful camouflage for those who weren’t. It helped that women were expected to be much more demonstratively affectionate than men. 
 
    In fact, whenever I become unbearably annoyed by rampant stupid, it also helps to think how much worse off men in our situation are, poor fellows. A lot of the old excuses for being a confirmed bachelor just don’t fly anymore. 
 
    Patricia’s perch on Ciara’s hip brought the others up demanding to be carried; Luz took Mary, Midori took Colleen, and Susan Zhou picked up Luciana, and they waded forward through the crush—these days a child in your arms was as good as an invisible battering-ram, with even the naturally inconsiderate afraid of what the crowd would do if they acted as badly as they wanted to. 
 
    And Fumiko, of course, strolls along behind smiling smugly with us running interference. 
 
    A few minutes later Luz was glad for the beautifully cut but well-lined coat she was wearing herself as they stepped out of the temporary wooden structure near the Ferry Building on the Embarcadero and caught the full force of the breeze. San Francisco had the same highs and lows in this month as it did in June, and Mark Twain had once famously said that the coldest winter he’d ever spent was a summer in San Francisco. 
 
    The wind was chill on the bare skin of her face, off the cool waters of the Bay where little whitecaps stood in endless repeating patterns out towards the Federal Bureau of Security’s fortress-prison for recalcitrants and incorrigible escapers on Alcatraz. The sky was busy in a peculiarly modern way, four or five giant airships and more of the smaller semirigid airboats making their stately progress high overhead; San Francisco was a hub for several routes. And aeroplanes in plenty buzzed, mostly military, but these days increasing numbers of private craft as well. 
 
    On the wind-ruffled turquoise surface of the Bay grey warships passed by, and throngs of merchantmen with cargo bound to and from all the world left creamy-white wakes against the dark blue. Including a few last windjammers with their towering sets of white canvas, and timber-schooners down from the northern coast with loads of Douglas fir and redwood, old-fashioned but beautiful. Smaller craft ranged from tugs pulling strings of barges heaped with sacks of grain and vegetables and piled wine-barrels and boxed fruit and baled cotton from the rich valleys that ran into the Bay, to pleasure-boats of different sizes and lateen-sailed feluccas from the Italian neighborhoods of North Beach painted blue and white in the colors of their patroness, La Madonna del Luime, heading in with glittering loads of herring, salmon, and crab. 
 
    Ships and Bay, sky, hills and towns were a heart-catching sight in infinite shades of blue and white and green. 
 
    In a country prosperous and strong and at peace, she thought. Now go and help keep it that way, Executive Field Operative Luz O’Malley Aróstegui! And enjoy doing it! 
 
    She set her daughter down and smiled benignly at the Taguchi sisters. When she spoke she used the slightly de-haut-en-bas tone her cover identity as a rich aristo-born art fancier called for, along with dropping a faint Mexican accent into her upper-class General American English. 
 
    Even her own fine ear couldn’t hear a difference between what she was speaking and what she wanted to convey—which was to sound as if she’d learned this as a second language, but from very good teachers and with lots of practice. 
 
    “Now, you girls get t’ee children to t’ee Palace and settle everyt’ing in. We’ll be back later.” 
 
    Their faces fell slightly. Luz’s smile grew broader as their eyes flicked to Susan Zhou… who was now officially on the Chamber rolls as a civilian auxiliary consultant. Which gave her another salary of the same size as the one Luz paid her, and had a number of other advantages—including naturalization as an American citizen, usually not available to the Chinese-born. The Director had meant what he said when he told her they could call on any resources they needed, including expedited paperwork. 
 
    “Her Chinese is perfect. No cat among pigeons… or Dwarf Eastern Devils among the Pigtail Slaves… in Chinatown today!” Luz added cheerfully. 
 
    She said it in Mandarin except for Chankoro… and Zhou gave them an enigmatic smile. 
 
    “But very nice and polite Eastern Dwarf Devils,” she said softly, also in Chinese… and then repeated it in bad but understandable Nihongo. 
 
    She hears more than certain people might think, Luz mused. And it’s a good lesson in not assuming you can’t be overheard. 
 
    The Palace—strictly, the New Palace, since the first one on the same site had perished in ’06—was the best hotel in the city. Her own parents had only stayed there on a few special occasions. Luz felt a mild gratification that her cover identity, Doña Cayetana Smith y de Villafuerte, was just the sort of person who’d book a four-bedroom suite with attached dining and sitting rooms on the top floor without even considering anything else, even with the added fee for reserving it shortly before a Presidential visit thrown in. 
 
    “Feel free to plunder room service to your hearts’ content, short of irreplaceable French vintages or Volga caviar, the Columbia River variety is just as good and more patriotic,” she added, and they perked up a little. “They pride themselves on being able to get anything at the Palace, and we’re supposed to swank it a bit—high style goes with the art world.” 
 
    Midori… or Fumiko… had told her recently that she was legendary among the younger Field Operatives just coming up through the training process, now that there was a regular one and time to put recruits through it. Not only for her accomplishments in the Mexican Intervention and the Great War—currently there were only seven living recipients of the Corona Obsidionalis, of which she and Ciara were two and James was another, for his successful sabotage of the German V-gas plant near Berlin—but also for repeatedly coming up with cover identities that were irreproachably operationally sound but also allowed and/or required her to travel de luxe on Uncle Sam’s nickel. 
 
    Redcap porters trotted up to the curb with the group’s modest cabin bags; Ciara scooped up one, a little bigger than an ordinary attaché case, of dark-brown ostrich leather and black-enameled steel corners, closed with a miniature combination lock built into the plate. Susan Zhou took another, plainer and larger and without the combination lock, and the rest waited for the trunk of the first taxi. 
 
    One senior and very black porter waved for a pair of shiny-new Ford Model G taxis with an imperious gesture of a gloved finger, Henry having finally conceded that the Model T wasn’t the only thing he needed to make if he was going to compete with GM, if not Packard. Luz smiled with benevolent-aristo grace as Ciara dispensed three dimes and a quarter as tips in her role as secretary-assistant, which was generous but not startling the way it would have been a decade ago. Prices had gone up during the war and hadn’t fallen much since, with the labor shortage and the way the population was swelling and demanding more of everything from apples and milk to wireless-radio sets and Model T flivvers or Packard touring autos. 
 
    There were plenty more of the porters going to and fro, dodging and cursing or calling questions or looking through lists or frantically searching for labels as they loaded up or emptied hotel vans from stacked dollies; the temporary buildings didn’t allow for an efficient separation of functions. Luz’s ear picked out a round dozen national or regional origins from their voices, and a few she didn’t recognize. 
 
    It was a living record of migration to the Pacific Coast states, where a decade of boom had sucked in any labor to hand at premium wages without a hiccup even during the short sharp recession when the Armistice dumped three million men back into the jobs pool… though the notoriously high housing prices here ate some of that and were the reason tens of thousands commuted by ferry across the Bay every day. Plus it was policy to encourage immigrants to move beyond the East Coast cities, away from crowding… and away from the German bombardment ships and U-boats, both stuffed with sky-torpedoes loaded with V-gas and prowling constantly just outside the new twelve-mile territorial limit. 
 
    Though you pay for the scenery and no hard winter in California, she thought. Plus space is more limited in San Francisco, at least until the new areas are finished. 
 
    There were the prewar Europeans, many Irish and Italian and Jewish here in the Bay area; unlike LA this had always been an immigrant town, ever since the Gold Rush. Some southern Negroes, and plenty of Mexicans, from the brief interval when the Great War had closed the Atlantic to immigrants and before the fighting ended in the Protectorate and the Party’s reforms made the South less of a place to flee. A steady trickle from the Philippines too. 
 
    Accents h-dropping and adenoidal or Scots-guttural or midland-rounded or with a Welsh singsong lilt bespoke massive floods of British after London’s destruction—two million of them were leaving their home isles every year now, half to Empire destinations but just as many to an America that included the former Dominion of Canada. 
 
    She couldn’t blame any of them, with something like four thousand Lufttorpedos loaded with V-gas pointed at them and their children from fortified launching ramps just across the Channel, and a little faster and a bit more accurate and steadily more numerous with each new iteration. That was enough to wipe out everything urban from Land’s End to Caithness and from East Anglia to Dublin and Shannon, down to the market-town or even ‘big village’ level. In no more than a single night if the balloon ever went up again, even allowing for every conceivable air defense. 
 
    There were Armenians and Serbs too, the desperate and lucky remnants who’d escaped manmade famine, typhus, death-marches, killing disguised as forced labor, and plain old-fashioned massacre in their homelands. Anatolian Greeks driven out of Turkey into a Greece too crowded and poor to feed them except via the very conditional charity of Hoover’s Relief Committee. Italians in plenty again, since few liked being the looming Greater German Empire’s neighbor in a poor country impoverished further by the convulsions in world trade, and many didn’t think Libya or Eritrea were far enough away; plenty of Jews but not as many since the Germans and Austrians plagued them now far less than now-defunct Russia and Romania had before 1914. 
 
    Not many Germans anymore, nor Magyars, but floods of Rumanians, and ever more Slavs, pre-war streams like the Poles and Czechs and Slovaks flowing even stronger than before 1914 and now joined by swelling hosts of Ukrainians and Byelorussians and Russians proper, lots of Balts, some Finns… And just lately a spray of exotics like Arab Christians from Syria and Chaldaeans and Yezidis from Mesopotamia, getting out while they could and before the baleful, hungry eyes of the Three Pashas turned fully their way, unsatisfied by an ocean of Armenian and Greek and Shi’a-Persian blood. 
 
    Every time something goes wrong they find a new group to blame it on… and then spend the next year or two killing them all unless they run first. Luz thought. Like a drunk who drinks to dull the hangover. 
 
    “This ‘s fun!” Luciana said. 
 
    Then one of her sisters craned her head and stared upward open-mouthed, pointing with both hands. 
 
    “Look! Look!” 
 
    She was jumping up and down as a flight of aeroplanes went by fast, and close overhead in a growling howl of radial engines—Puma VI’s from the naval airbase, Luz decided after a quick knowledgeable glance, probably practicing for the parade fly-by. 
 
    That brought a chorus of squeals and pointing and attempts to run around while pointing upward and jumping up and down at the same time, regardless of the rickety barricades between them and the foundations of the terminal and the hurrying crowds. Boards creaked, and Colleen noticed, starting a new game of jumping up and down on them to act as an improvised trampoline that the others quickly joined. A stuffed bear with Presidential pince-nez was tossed recklessly, nearly disappearing into the construction site and rescued by a passing businessman with an absent-minded swipe and presented with a smile to a beaming Mary and her cry of: 
 
    “Teddddeee!” 
 
    He laughed aloud and tipped his homburg to her when the girl hugged the bear, kissed it and added: 
 
    “Teddee comes to our house! He plays with us! Plays bear!” 
 
    Followed by a growl and baring of teeth. 
 
    They’re getting over-excited, Luz thought, bending an experienced parental ear. Some rest will do them good. 
 
    “You girls go with the obachans now,” she said, grasping a small hand in each of hers and leading them forward. “Your mommies have grown-up things to do.” 
 
    Signs of rebellion appeared as Ciara seized the other two likewise. Luz struck a cunning counter-blow: 
 
    “And when you get to the hotel, there will be an elevator—a room you can ride up and down in! And at the top, chocolates!” 
 
    “Chocolates with candied cherries inside!” Ciara chimed in. 
 
    Blue-rimmed gray eyes went wide. Even so, kisses and hugs and promises of being there soon were pleasantly necessary to get their daughters into the taxi with the Taguchis, though thankfully force majeure in the form of bottom-swats wasn’t required. 
 
    “Make sure they get their lunch soon,” Ciara said seriously through the door, as Fumiko and Midori glared helplessly under mounds of squirming little girl. “Something healthy, say a nice cup of cream of potato or chicken-noodle soup with a little whole-meal bread and butter. And some fruit, they like grapes. And a glass of cold milk each, mind! It builds strong bones and teeth! Not too many of the you-know-whats, or they’ll get tummy-aches!” 
 
    “Isn’t the life of an operative in the field glamorous and exciting?” Luz added over her partner’s shoulder, in her best Retired General-style Japanese, with Susan Zhao gloating silently behind her. 
 
    “And don’t forget to… take the first letter in Nurse and Adam and Picture,” Luz continued helpfully, concealing nap lest the dread words pierce the happy anticipation of elevator-rides and chocolate. “They like a story when you tuck them in. If all else fails, just each of you hug two and Nurse-Adam-Picture with them. A little dark and quiet and a cuddle and they drop right off. Usually. Eventually.” 
 
    After this morning, the little ones will probably collapse in mid-hop once they’ve had something to eat, she thought, waving herself at the four faces and eight waving hands in the rear window as the taxi pulled away. 
 
    The promised bonbons and their trunks would be at the hotel and in the suite when they arrived, along with lush flower arrangements, icewater, and chilled champagne and fresh fruit. 
 
    Though Midori and Fumiko could probably really use a drink by that point, come to think, so the champagne will be helpful too. It’s reasonably good, even if it’s Californian these days. 
 
    The Germans were producing something they claimed was champagne, in the Champagne country, and the French in North Africa had their own version which they furiously asserted was the real thing, and neither were all that good compared to the dwindling pre-war stocks. Californian was about the best of the substitutes, and people who could afford American National Airways expected that sort of service, just as the customers for named all-Pullman express trains like the 20th Century Limited or the Sunset Limited or the Aztec Chief did. 
 
    That’s where the expression roll out the red carpet comes from, after all. 
 
    Air travel wasn’t quite at the cost-the-earth level it had been a few years ago, when it was a novelty instead of something tens of thousands did every year, but it was still expensive. 
 
    And I’m doing it all to serve America, she thought—the cream of that jest was that it was quite true. 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders as she turned to the second taxi, settling herself to the work ahead, settling into the clear focused hunter’s mind. 
 
    The jacket keeping out the cold Bay breeze was black Chinese silk, a dense fabric with a—woven, not print—blossom motif in white and pink, broad turned-back cuffs of black duchess satin, closed at the neck by a moderately high Chinese collar and a row of Chinese buttons down the front, dragon motifs carved in white jade on jet, and fully lined with black fabric. It was just what her cover identity would wear over her black calf-length day dress and side-buttoned low-heel shoes on a brisk San Francisco day like this, along with slightly daring sheer silk stockings. 
 
    The dress was a little more conservative than she’d have picked in her own persona—and a concession to her cover’s identity as the widow of an American who’d married his host’s daughter and turned a fair-sized fortune based on a coffee hacienda on the slopes of the Volcán de Colima into a considerably larger one that had weathered the Mexican civil war and the American Intervention unharmed, with a recent side-business in East Asian art. 
 
    That had the two added advantages that Colima was still a very remote part of Mexico, with only one motor-road to the coast and only plugged into American National Railways’ net this very year, and that Luz had spent six months there in 1908 while her father worked on a hydroelectric project while his wife hobnobbed with the local grandees, as did his daughter when she wasn’t wading through the construction sites with him and chatting with foremen and being grinned at by the laborers. 
 
    The real Cayetana wouldn’t have concealed steel toecaps in low-heeled shoes, inconspicuous gussets in the skirt, an Andalusian navaja folding knife with a six-inch blade of damascene Toledo steel in a special pocket, a set of picklocks in the cuffs or an Amazon .40 Browning automatic in a holster built inconspicuously into the lining of the coat, or many of the other little surprises, though she might have had the pre-War Belgian FN .380 pistol in her purse. 
 
    Her hat was a modified cloche, round and bound with a broad ribbon, but larger overall than most and more square on the top and a slightly flared lower section, called a bucket hat by the unkind. Luz wore her hair done up under it, because bobs of any sort hadn’t spread much among the more conservative sections of the Mexican Protectorate’s elite, though they were as popular among the urban middle classes as they were north of the old and now barely even theoretical border. 
 
    Ciara—now and for the duration of the mission Josephine O’Shea, technical school graduate, executive secretary and companion—wore a similar hat, but white and with a design of crisscross lines in blue and green like her two-piece outfit of linen jacket and skirt plus the fancy attaché case of steel-bound ostrich leather. She was perfectly credible, since Mexican gentlewomen mostly still didn’t go far from home without some sort of respectable female company, and an educated American Anglo in the role was a major status symbol, especially if she was suitably Catholic. 
 
    Susan Zhou was in a wide-cut knee-length jacket of forest-green silk that fastened on the left side from under the arm to the neck; it had an embroidered collar and border and wide sleeves, over loose trousers of the same fabric and slipper-like shoes. That was garb any Chinese would instantly place as that of a valued upper servant in a very affluent household, becoming and enviably practical and comfortable. So was the tight round hat that covered her long plaited hair, though that was specifically Shanghainese as well. 
 
    Luz gave the address as they slid into the second taxi, with Susan quiet in the front seat next to the driver. He did a double take at the destination, eyes dark as her mother’s or Susan’s going up to the mirror to look at her. 
 
    “You surre-a, Ma’am?” he said. “Thass-a no’ good neighborrrhood.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to the license and photograph on the back of the driver’s seat, which had an unflattering depiction of the driver’s swarthy big-nosed stubbled face and his name: Georgios Nikolaou Kanakis, confirming her first guess from the way he rolled his ‘r’ sounds and stressed the last syllable of a word. It also had the certificate of his membership as an owner-driver in the Metro San Francisco And Bay Area Taxi Cooperative, and the schedule of rates. 
 
    “I take you nice place, on Grrrran-t?” he said hopefully, and made a gesture with both hands up and fingertips bunched with thumbs. “Nice place, old Chink stuff, vase, jade, silk.” 
 
    He kissed the fingertips of his right hand. “Mmmh! Or Chink food, if you like—nice safe place, plenty white people like us go, good for rrrrespectable madam. Chop suey, frrrried rice. No roof-rabbit—no cats! Or I know Greek place closer, my cousin Vassilis cook therrre, ah, his baklava, his kataïfi—” 
 
    “I know where I’m going, Mr. Kanakis, but thenk you for the thought.” 
 
    Luz was polite but firm; the man was only trying to be helpful to some ignorant out-of-towner, even if it slightly reduced his fare… though he probably also got a commission from his cousin the cook if he brought in paying traffic. Lower Grant Avenue in Chinatown was where tourists mostly went; the address she’d specified was a narrow side-street much further on into those densely packed blocks. 
 
    He shrugged and put the taxi into gear: Ford had also been persuaded to drop their arcane and complex shift system for a conventional clutch-pedal and stick-shift in the holy Progressive cause of Efficient Standardization, and they inched forward until the Embarcadero Avenue cleared a little and then roared away, weaving and honking the newfangled electric horn with what Luz recognized as a highly skillful but reckless driver’s panache. 
 
    Like the way I drive, but more so, and I don’t lean out the window and yell insults in Pontic Greek when people get in my way. 
 
    Thankfully the Plan’s plan for a broad esplanade around the whole harbor-side wouldn’t be started until the new docks were finished, or the traffic would have been even worse because that was going to take at least a year to finish and disrupt everything while it did. 
 
    The price of building the Ideal Progressive City of the Future was years of living in the Chaotic Inconvenient Construction Site of the Now. 
 
    Kanakis noticed when Ciara pulled a set of handcuffs out of her jacket pocket, used it to fasten the attaché case to her left wrist, and handed the key to Luz, but kept resolutely silent. Luz was watching his face in the rearview mirror, and guessed that he was probably thinking I don’t want to know; someone who’d made it out of Anatolia and then out of Greece and all the way to San Francisco would have to have a well-honed sense of self-preservation which included when not to show you noticed anything and when not to ask questions. 
 
    He was slightly nervous when they pulled up beside a four-story brick building twenty minutes later. It was new since the ’06 quake and fire, like the entire district, and like many in rebuilt Chinatown basically a four-story Western brick box painted to resemble marble, with a pagoda roofline plastered on and some Chinese ornamentation in the way of balconies and lanterns on cords strung across the narrow street. 
 
    The anxiety was for himself; Chinatown was densely packed because even now it really wasn’t very safe for the inhabitants to venture out into the rest of San Francisco, particularly after dark and especially in working-class parts like North Beach. The reverse was sometimes true as well, away from the tourist-frequented zone. Chinese criminals usually preyed on their own, but were quite willing to make exceptions given the opportunity, or there could be just ordinary people with a grudge against the gwáilóu and a convenient dark corner in which to take it out. 
 
    The street was thronged with cars and people and carts, the walls and storefronts thick with Chinese-language signage and posters. Fifteen thousand lives were packed into this modest space between the harbor and Nob Hill, street vendors of everything imaginable on both sides or pushing handcarts or selling things from trays or pairs of baskets slung over their shoulders on poles, waiters from restaurants with covered trays on their heads moving at a trot—home delivery of complete meals was a tradition here—and most of the buildings were a mass of tiny apartments and crowded boardinghouses stacked over shops or workshops or little sweatshop-factories. 
 
    The thick medley of smells had fewer nasty ones than she remembered from her last visit, and there was more Western dress. Prosperity rubbed off everywhere, at least a little, if there was enough of it for long enough. Most of the crowd were still male, kept that way by the ferocious regulations adopted in the ‘80’s forbidding Chinese womenfolk entry to the US and aimed at preventing this from turning into a real community, but there were more females and families now—little by little life flowed through or over or around obstacles and put down roots. Pigtails had more or less vanished since the overthrow of the Manchu in 1911, and some stubborn optimists still flew the flag of the Republic of China established by Sun Yat-Sen in that year, along with plenty of Stars and Stripes for the upcoming Presidential visit and departure. 
 
    “This is it,” Ciara said; the sign read Golden Crysanthemum in both languages and she’d made the arrangements in her role as companion-secretary. 
 
    She paid Kanakis the dollar on the meter, and Luz handed her another quarter to bestow as a tip. 
 
    “Let’s go talk to a man,” Luz said cheerfully as the cab pulled away into the crowd. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER FOUR: 
 
      
 
    Golden Chrysanthemum Restaurant 
 
    San Francisco, California 
 
    October 5th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
      
 
   The wide double doors were open—delivery-waiters were trotting in and out, as well as customers—but besides the Menshen guardian statues of the deified Tang-dynasty generals Qin Shubao and Yuchi Gong to either side brandishing swords and dressed in gorgeous gilt armor and red and blue robes… there was a doorkeeper wearing a Western three-piece suit and tie and fedora. 
 
    Luz’s expert eye saw the shoulder holster immediately, and that he’d gone to the trouble to conceal it quite well. Thanks to the example of Uncle Teddy, who was well-known never to leave the house without a loaded gat (and to keep one in the bedside table at night) many American men and some women went ironed these days, openly or not. Uncle Teddy had been shot by a deranged anarchist once, and had saved the man’s life by a sharp order to arrest rather than gun him down or beat him to death… and then he’d given a ninety-minute speech with a bullet two inches from his heart once he’d made sure he wasn’t coughing blood. 
 
    Which was not something the average schoolteacher in Pasadena or used-car salesman in Miami had to worry about, but plenty of them were putting on a gun as automatically as their hats now anyway, with results ranging from everyday inconvenience to things that were tragic if they happened to you and funny if they happened to someone else. It did help with her work, since people didn’t necessarily suspect you were a secret agent if they noticed you were armed. 
 
    Things were a little different for people with Chinese faces. 
 
    “May I help you, ma’am?” he said, in excellent English with only a trace of accent, as he gave them a discreet once-over. 
 
    Taking in their clothes, watches, rings and earrings—extremely expensive—the fact that it was three women together and no men—extremely odd—and their backgrounds—extremely and oddly varied, even for San Francisco late in the year 1922. The combination-locked case handcuffed to Ciara’s wrist and the larger plain one in Susan Zhao’s hand said something serious in the way of business was going on, not just a matter of clueless gwáilóu wandering where they shouldn’t. 
 
    The sum of it puzzled him badly, and you could see he didn’t like that at all. Mysterious and dangerous were usually the same thing. 
 
    “We’re meeting a gentleman here,” Luz said. “He’s expecting me.” 
 
    His closed-in look of puzzled alarm gave way to profound respect when she offered him a business card—which he received with a two-handed gesture—that read in English and Chinese: 
 
    
     Yuen Woo-ping 
 
     Oriental Fine Art and Antiquities 
 
     551 Grant Avenue 
 
     CH 0311 
 
   
 
    “Thank you very much, madam,” he said, bowing with left palm clasped over right fist. 
 
    The name had weight in this neighborhood—which had the letter-code CH in the local Bell-Western central telephone exchange. 
 
    She offered another: 
 
    
     Smith & Smith 
 
     Arts and Antiquities of the Far East 
 
     Colima and Mexico City 
 
     Avenida Rivera de San Cosme #75 
 
     Colonia Santa María la Ribera 
 
     Delegación Cuauhtémoc 
 
     Ciudad de México 
 
     CP 06400 
 
   
 
    —it being extremely in character for Mexican hacendados with enough money to have a town place in the capital. The Chamber actually did have a safe-house at that address in that affluent suburb of Mexico City, and one of the staff had been briefed to answer the telephone in the name of the fictitious firm, just in case. These days long-distance calls between places as far as that and San Francisco were still expensive but quite doable, and getting too numerous for the Federal Bureau of Security to keep track of them all. 
 
    Though the first one across the continent had been between this city and New York only six years ago, at the Exposition. Ciara had been there to witness it, though Luz hadn’t been visiting the fair on that memorable day… about eighteen months before they met, come to think of it. 
 
    I was down in Morelos, hunting clues to Zapatista holdouts, where modern technology meant automatic weapons, which they didn’t have many of, gracias a Dios. Considering the damage they managed to do with machetes and the odd old rifle or stick of dynamite… But you have to keep up with the modern age. It’s getting so much easier for people to check things quickly. 
 
    The doorman smiled and took her false identity’s card with the same respectful gesture he’d used for Yuen Woo-ping’s, handing it off to a flunky who dashed out of sight with it after a whispered word. 
 
    “Mr. Yuen is waiting even now, Mrs. Smith—follow this waiter, please, madam, and he will take you to the place reserved. Enjoy the hospitality of our humble establishment, which you and the distinguished Mr. Yuen honor with your patronage.” 
 
    He spoke in rapid-fire Cantonese and a harried-looking older man wearing a white bib-apron scurried over; as they turned away from the door she could see the guardian reaching for a telephone. 
 
    Susan Zhao had told Luz that restaurants of the modern kind were invented in China long before the post-Revolutionary French had come up with a similar idea, and the Golden Chrysanthemum followed the layout she’d explained. Stairways led down into the basement for the poorer customers to sit on benches and eat cheap noodles and yūk rice stew, then there was a middle tier for the kitchens, and for customers who were shopkeepers and other middling sorts who could afford better than gruel from a plain board table, or tourists in establishments which catered to them 
 
    The exclusive—and private—dining rooms were at the top. It was more or less an entire class system written on space via stairways in a single building, though they took an elevator with open sides of brass cage-work running through the stairwell. Luz found the smells fascinating as they rose, her amateur chef’s nose teasing apart the spices and raw materials and cooking methods, though Susan’s nose twitched, and Ciara blinked at the sight of dishes of deep-fried chicken feet. 
 
    “Anything that swims… except an iron steamboat; anything that flies… except a rubber balloon; anything with legs… except a wooden table,” Susan Zhao murmured with dry irony. 
 
    She said it in Shanghainese; the elevator-boy might understand Mandarin, but he’d be very unlikely to know that dialect. Nearly everyone in San Francisco’s Chinatown hailed from the crowded southern coastlands or were born to recent ancestors from there, and the overwhelming majority from within a hundred miles of Canton. 
 
    Ciara took a moment to translate it mentally and then snorted laughter at the comment on the eclectic ingredients that went into Cantonese cuisine as viewed by their northern neighbors… and Shanghai and Canton were very decidedly rivals for the position of China’s foremost port-city. 
 
    Luz had always known that China was a very large country—in terms of geography about the same size as the pre-1912 United States, and as far as people went a quarter of the human race lived there, something like three times America’s numbers even now. But it had taken getting to know an educated Chinese and learning the language… or at least Guānhuà, the ‘official language’ of the capital and bureaucracy and classic literature that all the regions and dialects used to talk to each other… to get even a strong hint as to how large, and how ancient and layered, and how much it was a complete world in itself. 
 
    Abteilung IIIb’s urgent desire to meet them again made the Central Powers’ homelands and spheres of interest doubtful ground for her and Ciara. She’d been studying the Chinese language and a good deal else for years now, since it was obvious that she’d likely be going there when she returned to field service. 
 
    Or at least likely they’d be going to East Asia, and there were Chinese communities all over that part of the world, in places like Manila and Batavia and Singapore. 
 
    Besides, it’s interesting. Zhōngguó, she thought. The Chinese Middle Realm. Complete with internal quarrels as bitter as any of Europe’s. From what Susan’s said, the Taiping Revolt back in the sixties killed nearly as many people as the Great War! And what’s happening there now is about as bad, even without all of us foreigners in the mix. 
 
    At first glance the top floor was more subdued than what she’d seen of the ones between, and certainly much quieter; the same black-red-gold combination of basic colors and peacock decorations, but more of the black and less of the others. 
 
    Then she saw how the quality differed too; the artistry of the carved screens, the fine grains of the woods, the polished ebony and ivory and sandalwood of the tables, the lustrous depth of the lacquer that only endless care and skill could produce. It was all exuberant, lush, ornate… but not in the least busy or vulgar. 
 
    Just done in a visual language I don’t speak yet, Luz thought. 
 
    And she never fully would, since even learning enough about China to fake being an expert on a few narrow points convincingly had taken serious skull-sweat. 
 
    How broad the world is! A life of a thousand years wouldn’t be enough to really know it! 
 
    “I like this,” Ciara said behind her. “I don’t know why, but I do. Some of the things we’ve seen here, they make my eyes hurt.” 
 
    “As if your eyeballs were going to bleed, but that’s true anywhere,” Luz said. “I think you have instinctive good taste, mi corazon.” 
 
    “Well, it’s better than most Cantonese design,” Susan said equally quietly. 
 
    They were shown into a space defined by hardwood and lacquer six-panel screens with overlays of jade, semiprecious stones, coral, and wood outlining landscapes of mountains, pools and rivers. There was a table of inlaid ebony within, and four Chinese men standing on the other side of it. 
 
    One immediately caught her eye; he was nearly six feet tall, towering for the South Chinese that his features and light-brown skin otherwise indicated, and broad enough to appear a little shorter. Not big-bellied, but muscled like a horse. 
 
    Say a warmblood, very strong but still quite fast. 
 
    He stood behind the others, dressed in jacket and pants of a strong brown fabric that made up a male version of Susan’s outfit, and a cap on a shaven head… 
 
    And a neck that looks as if it were made out of woven steel cords and a face made out of slabs, Luz thought as her mind made an immediate judgement. Look at his hands, the knuckles and the sides of the palms, look at the scars on his forearms, look at the way he stands. Bodyguard and muscle. Very dangerous. Shoot him from as far away as possible, chica. If you can’t do that, use the navaja—and prayer. 
 
    His eyes had flicked across them with disinterest, only an automatic caution. Then they snapped back—first to Susan Zhou, then to her, then to Ciara. He stepped forward, bending to whisper half a dozen words to the oldest man there, who listened and then motioned him back without turning. 
 
    The elder was in Chinese dress too, a round black hat with a little construction like a steeple in its middle on his head, and a sleeveless buttoned vest over a long close-collared changpo robe whose hem brushed the tops of his slippers—both garments of lustrous dark silk of very high quality, with a little embroidery; he was at least in his sixties, with a long white mustache and a network of wrinkles and cold brown eyes behind rimless spectacles. 
 
    The one beside him was obviously his son, in a Western businessman’s three-piece suit tailored by some refugee Englishman who’d escaped the fate of Saville Row, and about half his age. The third was in a suit too, a much cheaper one on a nondescript clerk with a briefcase. 
 
    The elder looked at them sharply, and then spoke to Susan in a tone that carried well-concealed annoyance. She bowed with her hands tucked into her sleeves. 
 
    “Bùxìng de shì, zhè wèi pú rén wúfǎ shuō yuèyǔ, xiānshēng,” she replied in Mandarin. 
 
    Specifically, it meant: This servant is unfortunately unable to speak Cantonese, respected sir. 
 
    In a version of the Official’s Speech from the lower Yangtze around Nanking and Shanghai, which most educated Chinese would be able to follow, and which she claimed was infinitely more cultured than the harsh, disagreeable Peking variety. 
 
    Luz hadn’t gotten what the older man said either, though as an amateur linguist with a fine ear she could sense a haunting something, even if not understanding any particular word. 
 
    Normally a merchant would speak only his own dialect, but Yuen might be an exception, given that his field of business was ancient art, which would require a fair bit of classical education. She hoped they had some Chinese language in common, though English would do at a pinch. The difference between Cantonese and the language Luz had learned was roughly equivalent to that between Icelandic and English, which also shared membership in a language family… but were rather distant cousins, and you needed training and time to even see that there was a relationship. 
 
    He switched to scholarly Mandarin himself; it was accented in a different way from Susan Zhou’s but easily comprehensible: 
 
    “Ah, I can hear you are from Shanghai. I thought you might be from the Long River by your looks, woman; you are tall and pale but not so much as a northerner. Are you here to interpret for these foreign women? Where is the American merchant Smith, who I presume is your master?” 
 
    Luz spoke, keeping her Mandarin fully fluent but letting just a little of a Spanish-speaker’s hiss into it, just as she did in English with this persona: 
 
    “I believe an interpreter will not be necessary, Mr. Yuen,” she said. 
 
    She had called him Yuen Xiānshēng, an extremely respectful but not particularly humble form of address from a woman to an older man. He glanced at her quickly but kept expression off his face apart from a slight frown as she went on: 
 
    “I am told that my poor attempts at learning the noble language of your country have achieved some success. I am Mrs. Smith; my husband has been dead for nearly two years, and I have been conducting the business of the firm, which I shared with him before that. In fact, with the war over and people once more able to give their attention to matters of art and beauty, I have been extending it rather considerably. To California, for example.” 
 
    “You are perfectly understandable,” he said obviously surprised under a poker face, and then added: “Mrs. Smith.” 
 
    He used Smith Fūrén to address her, which was equivalent to what she’d called him and extremely polite from an older man to a woman… though part of that was that he was addressing an upper-class white woman on American soil. 
 
    And he was obviously and equally thinking of giving her a few courteous nothings and leaving with only enough time lost to do the brush-off in a way that wouldn’t cause trouble. 
 
    But my knowing the language intrigues him a little, which should help, she thought, and continued: 
 
    “We have something I am convinced you would be interested to see. Please, Mr. Yuen, indulge me for an instant.” 
 
    There was a tense moment, and then he nodded. They didn’t shake hands—a custom only now gaining any ground in China, and not in men of his generation—but inclined their heads politely. He indicated the table before them, and his party sat with hers. It was all courteous enough but committed him to nothing. Luz and Ciara sat; Susan remained behind Luz’s chair, with her attaché case held in front of her, as the big bodyguard did behind Yuen. 
 
    “Miss O’Shea?” Luz said. 
 
    Ciara put the briefcase handcuffed to her wrist on the table, worked the combination and opened it; Luz handed her the key, and she unlatched the handcuff from her wrist as well. She donned a pair of white cotton gloves, set a square of black velvet on the dark lustrous wood and ivory inlay of the table, reached inside the case again for a plain wooden box and then opened it and lifted its contents from a padded rest within and out onto the soft cloth. 
 
    Everyone there caught their breath, even those who’d seen it before. 
 
    It was two knives in sheaths of tiger-striped Makassar ebony, attached to each other along one side. The hilts were covered with finely chased gold sheet embossed with foliate scrolls and inlaid with small turquoise cabochons. The scabbards were about nine inches long, but each was reinforced with gold and silver bands decorated with birds and beasts amidst scrolls chased on a dense ring-matted ground and inlaid with more of the turquoise, finely cut and carved. 
 
    Ciara reached forward and—very gently—drew one of the knives and laid it on the cloth. The blade was steel, free of any rust, tapering to a wicked point and etched… shallowly, exquisitely… with a design of flowers and flying cranes. She put the other beside it, a near-twin… itself a rarity and sign of high skill in the days before precision machine-tools and measuring gauges. Long ago they had been part of the hunting gear tucked into the sash of some Chinese noble… very long ago, possibly as much time as separated her from the Fourth Crusade. 
 
    “Ahhhhhh,” Yuen breathed softly, and looked a question at her. 
 
    When she nodded, he used two fingertips to draw the cloth closer, removed his spectacles and took a jeweler’s loupe out of a pouch hooked to a jade stud at his waist. He put the small monocular to his eye and bent his head over the weapons and their scabbards until the tips of his snowy mustaches almost touched them. Yuen examined the knives and sheaths in painstaking and obviously expert detail, his lips moving silently once or twice. 
 
    When he sat upright again and put his eyeglasses back on he sighed, a mixture of pleasure and perplexity. 
 
    “Song dynasty,” he said. “Late. Southern Song, shortly before the Mongols… thirteenth century, in your Christian calendar. Very fine work, and the state of preservation is… extraordinary. Most extraordinary. Cleaned recently and well, but not otherwise restored and in no need of it. Even the wood shows no deterioration except for a very little shrinkage, as if oiled and then stored for a long time in a dark place in a rather dry cold climate. If my son may?” 
 
    “By all means,” Luz said. 
 
    The younger man took the lens and gave the twin knives an equally expert going-over, then leaned close and murmured in his father’s ear, in Cantonese. 
 
    The elder Yuen nodded again, to himself, then shared a glance with his son as Ciara sheathed the weapons and repacked them; his eyes dwelt on the attaché case for an instant as Ciara set the box in it. The younger man made a slight sideways gesture of his head directed at his father, which Luz read as: possibly? 
 
    “I would be willing to consider making an offer on these,” the elder Yuen said carefully. “Though usually I sell to Americans, rather than buy. But please, let us refresh ourselves for the discussion. I am ashamed of how I have failed in my duties as host to you and your companion. Pardon my lapse in manners.” 
 
    “The situation was unusual, Mr. Yuen, and it was necessary for me to prove my… credentials. No apology is called for.” 
 
    “You are gracious, Mrs. Smith. This is my son, David Yuen—” 
 
    He almost certainly had a completely Chinese name as well, but that was a common convention for those younger than his father who routinely dealt with Westerners. 
 
    “—and one of my senior employees, Mr. Stanley Li.” 
 
    “Mrs. Cayetana Smith y de Villafuerte,” Luz said, introducing yet another set of naming conventions into the conversation. “And my close associate and trusted confidential assistant, Miss Josephine O’Shea. Who also understands this language.” 
 
    Ciara inclined her head as well. “Though in speaking not as fluent as my employer, apologies,” she said, understandably if roughly. 
 
    He raised a hand. Someone must have been waiting for the signal, because restaurant staff appeared like magic, stepped in and placed teapots on stands and set out the handle-less cups. The pottery was modern but handsome, with a stylized design of bamboo in blue on a white background, not the heavy durable stuff restaurants usually used. 
 
    We’ve earned a hearing, at least, Luz thought, keeping an expression of polite amiability. 
 
    “Here we have pu'er, a dark tea from Yunnan, jasmine hua cha, and in honor of this establishment–” 
 
    Which you own a large share in, Luz thought with a slight social smile. 
 
    “—ju hua, made from chrysanthemum flower, which is lightly sweetened and believed to help digestion,” he said. 
 
    Luz took the strong, almost black pu’er; forewarned by Susan earlier in the day, Ciara took the ju hua to avoid puckering a palate used to tea British-style, with lots of milk and sugar. Yuen poured with his own hands, taking the host’s role; his eyes widened a little when both of them tapped the table with their pointer and middle fingers in thanks. 
 
    Often small things have as much impact as large, with people. 
 
    A waiter brought up a cart and began to unload round dishes on the table for the five of them to share, a light brunch in the Cantonese style. Eating together to symbolize trust and hospitality was as much a part of Chinese custom as it was in most other places. 
 
    Appetizing smells rose into the air, of fried foods and cooked seafood and mild but interesting combinations of spices. Most of the food was dumplings or buns of various types, though small covered bowls of rice were placed before them as well. Yuen showed no surprise when they declined the knife and fork, but his son did very slightly when Susan slid forward and put a pair of ivory chopsticks and malachite-green jade holders beside each of their plates. 
 
    “My home county, the place from which I came with my parents as a youth, is the Saam Yap, the Three Districts just outside of Canton. There this style of cooking is called yum cha,” Yuen said urbanely. “Which means drink tea.” 
 
    He sipped. “It is also called dímsām, a term first heard in the time of the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms.” 
 
    “Appropriate!” Luz said, politely waiting for the eldest to make the first sampling of the small dishes. 
 
    Then she took one of the little roundels of fried noodle around dried shrimp which seemed to be his favorite herself, carefully avoiding crossing her chopsticks over his, which she was fairly certain he noticed. 
 
    “Doubly appropriate, with regard both to what I have just shown you, and to the… rather unfortunate… general situation in your ancestral homeland,” she said, after savoring the contrasts of briny, nutty and crisp. 
 
    The younger Mr. Yuen, who had been born here, looked at her sharply and then smiled. The Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms had been the last prolonged period of disunity in Chinese history, between the fall of the Tang and the rise of the Song. 
 
    Tenth century, she thought. About a thousand years ago. 
 
    Counting the Uyghurs and other borderland minorities taking advantage of the chaos to throw off Chinese hegemony, the major provincial warlords in China proper, a few truly bizarre oddities like the Russian-Baltic-German general who’d taken over the steppes of Outer Mongolia and proclaimed himself the heir (or reincarnation, or both) of Genghis Khan, the Kuomintang’s ambitiously and aspirationally named Republic of China in the south, and the upstart dynasty of Yuan Shikai and his son Yuan Kèdìng, the current Emperor… theoretically of China, actually of Peking in the north and a modest area around it courtesy of Japanese bayonets… 
 
    There are rather more than ten independent states in China now, Luz thought in conclusion. In China, there’s always a historical parallel for the present. 
 
    All of them and foreign powers as well were frantically intriguing and allying and betraying each other in a kaleidoscope of shifting factions, when the native contenders weren’t outright battling over the prostrate nation’s bleeding carcass with surplus Great War weapons bought cheap, while the dykes of the great rivers broke down and flood and drought and famine stalked the land. Just to complete the joy, the Japanese had annexed Manchuria and Shandong, and intervened elsewhere when and as they pleased and carved off tasty chunks, usually and very theoretically in Yuan Kèdìng’s name. Though they’d obviously decided that trying to occupy the whole of China right now was too much heavy lifting considering their other commitments, which now ranged from Siberia to the Ceram Sea in the East Indies and put them roughly in the position of a medium-sized python desperately trying to swallow a largish pig without rupturing itself. 
 
    “Yes. Like our own age, the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms was a period of chaos and bloodshed and invasion for my… as you put it… unfortunate country,” Yuen said. 
 
    The year 1918 had seen the end of the Great War for America and a few other nations when they and the Central Powers decided to call it quits on the basis of everyone keeping what they held. The rest of the world hadn’t gotten the news yet: the events that had started in 1914 rolled right on downhill through human history, smashing things… and people in huge numbers… as they went. 
 
    “Let us hope that like that unhappy era, this one of ours ends likewise with renewed unity, peace, prosperity and glory,” Luz said. “It is past time for China… for the people who created such as this— 
 
    She indicated the attaché case. 
 
    “—to once more take an honored place in the world.” 
 
    Which was true, but in her exceedingly well-informed and bleakly realistic opinion about as likely as the Second Coming of Jesus Christ, at least for the foreseeable future. 
 
    Easy to be detached and objective about someone else’s problems, of course. 
 
    The Black Chamber knew that her host’s family were strong supporters of Sun Yat-Sen and his Kuomintang party, whose power was currently centered around Canton. They had sent and were sending him a good deal of money over the past decade, like many wealthy overseas Chinese. The American government officially recognized Yuan Kèdìng as Emperor to avoid friction with Japan but under the table was mildly inclined to the Kuomintang, and might have done more for them if they thought the reformers had better prospects. Not enough under any circumstances to risk war with Japan, of course, but fortunately that feeling was even stronger on Tokyo’s part. 
 
    So the Yuens and their ilk are like the Irish-Americans and the Irish Republican Brotherhood, Luz thought. Substituting Manchu for English until 1911. Now they’re trying to make the Republic of China a reality. They resent us and the British, but not nearly as much as they do Japan just now. Add in that while they think of us all as upstart barbarian monkeys, the Japanese are right-next-door nouveau riche upstart barbarian monkeys who were just as weak and helpless as they were only yesterday… but now Tokyo can bully with the best of them, as Uncle Teddy pointed out by the pool. 
 
    “I suppose if you have taken the trouble to learn our language, Mrs. Smith, I should not be surprised that you are familiar with our history,” the younger Yuen said… 
 
    Though he said it in perfect General American English, with an educated man’s diction and an accent that had a slight flat Midwestern sound. His file said he’d attended the University of Chicago and done very well. 
 
    English to show he can, or perhaps because his Mandarin isn’t as good as his father’s—it’s a second language for him too, after all, and it would be humiliating for a Ghost Person to speak it better than he. The elder Yuen undoubtedly understands English well but probably speaks it functionally rather than perfectly. I’ll stick to Mandarin and be careful not to speak it so well I show his father up. 
 
    “Some of your history, yes. The main outlines. It would be a life’s work to know it well!” Luz said, taking one of the little fluffy buns stuffed with diced, roasted and mildly spiced pork, savoring the contrasting tastes and textures, and making a note to try her hand at this someday. “I am a lover of beautiful things, Mr. Yuen.” 
 
    It’s so much easier to lie convincingly when you believe at least some of what you’re saying; and that gives the rest of it more conviction at a level below thought. 
 
    “And China has created so many beautiful things, through a great deal of history. My husband appreciated that as well. He was raised in China, in Jiangsu—his parents were missionaries—“ 
 
    Which accounted for the regional accent in her Mandarin, and provided an explanation for Susan Zhou as an old family retainer. 
 
    “—and in our ten years together he put my feet on that road, as well as teaching me the language, which he learned there as a child and spoke and read as well as he did English or Spanish.” 
 
    She smiled and inclined her head. “Though neither of us felt a call to spread religion! From purchasing a few Chinese things of beauty as we could, we branched out into dealing in them. We were… I am… what you might call moderately wealthy. Not great wealth, not enough to build a collection and live surrounded by it as in a museum, as Morgan or Huntingdon did or as Isabella Gardner does. But our hacienda’s coffee provides quite a comfortable living and my mayordomo… estate manager, you would say… is very competent and needs only occasional supervision. This way I may see many lovely things as they pass through my hands, and keep a few.” 
 
    “You must have considerable knowledge of the field to have acquired…” the elder Yuen said, nodding his head towards the attaché case with the knives. 
 
    His voice took on a slight questioning tone: 
 
    “I am surprised that you would be interested in selling them to another dealer, when there is usually more profit from a collector or an institution. Certainly for an item of such quality.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Luz said. “I purchased them for five thousand; I wouldn’t consider selling for less than seventy-five hundred… and in fact, I have an offer for eight thousand already.” 
 
    “Eight?” the elder Yuen said steadily. “That is more than I would care to offer—seven would be my maximum. Though eight is not more than the items are worth as a final sale. Do try some of these ham shui gok, Mrs. Smith—they are best very fresh.” 
 
    They were; delicate translucent shells made from glutinous rice flour stuffed with a mixture of shrimp and pork and a hint of scallion and slivers of some crisp whatever-it-was, then deep fried for a few seconds in very hot oil to create something chewy and luscious on the inside, yet ever so slightly crispy on the surface. Taste, aroma and texture meshed perfectly. 
 
    “Exquisite, Mr. Yuen,” Luz agreed, and took another. “The reason I have come to you is that a number of items of this type have recently arrived in this country—not offered to me, as the knives were, but ending in the hands of collectors who I know socially or in the way of business or both, scattered across the country from Merida in the Yucatan to New England and here in California. All items of similar date—no later than late Song, as you said. And some are earlier. Collected in Song times by Chinese connoisseurs, perhaps?” 
 
    “Could you, as a favor to me, perhaps be a little more specific?” Yuen said. 
 
    “One that I saw was an album-leaf painting on silk by Ma Yuan—a one-corner composition, with a couplet in his own calligraphy in the upper right-hand. Previously uncatalogued, but unmistakable.” 
 
    Both the men across from her jerked very slightly, though the clerk continued to eat stolidly and the bodyguard probably didn’t know Ma Yuan from mahjong. But she’d just mentioned the equivalent of a rediscovered signed painting by Michelangelo, or considering the date, by da Panicale or Fra Angelico. Priceless in Chinese terms, and very valuable indeed to a knowledgeable collector, much more so than the knives. 
 
    Perhaps ten times as much. 
 
    Eight thousand dollars was a lot of money. Ten times that was a lot of money. 
 
    Luz’s own portfolio of inherited investments, now in a fund with her and Ciara as joint trustees of undivided half interests and compounding pleasantly despite income tax, usually yielded about thirty to forty thousand a year. That put them easily into the top two percent of American family incomes. Her assumed identity as a wealthy widow with a plantation-estate and a profitable side-business in antique artwork would probably have cleared roughly eighty thousand annually all up, which was approximately what the Yuen firm took in annual profits—the Chamber’s investigative accountants thought they’d sent around twice that in total to the Kuomintang over the past decade. 
 
    She went on into the echoing silence: 
 
    “I do not think many have put the clues together as yet; none that I know of. But eventually someone will. There is a saying in English: the early bird gets the worm.” 
 
    “Other items?” Yuen asked, pouring them more tea. 
 
    “A Tang jade dragon’s head a foot long in a Song zitan-wood mounting carved in foliage,” she said, and added: “I think that might originally have been a final on one of the poles of an Imperial palanquin. A Longquan celadon bowl—” 
 
    Her hands shaped the air, and Yuen said: 
 
    “Lotus form?” 
 
    “Yes… very pure. And a cup of chased silver about a foot high, with a phoenix standing in foliage that continues around the sides between bands of saw-tooth pattern… octagonal, eight sides… and a central flower head on the base… Liao Dynasty, I think—Khitan.” 
 
    Which was the dynasty of nomad conquerors that had preceded the Jurchen in northern China; their name had eventually reached Europe as Cathay. 
 
    “All extremely well preserved like the knives—absolutely undamaged, but recently cleaned—all sold in the last year to eighteen months, none reliably provenanced to known sources and not from any American or European collection. Not French or British, for example, though that helped disguise this stream for a long time, even to those with connections.” 
 
    They nodded; artwork of all types from both countries had hit the remaining world markets in unpredictable dribs and bursts over the past five years according to the vagaries of salvage, including items collected all over the world during the last few centuries. Paris… and France… had been the greatest bonanza of loot in history since Alexander sacked Persepolis or the Romans plundered Greece, and Lord Protector Milner in Britain had been ruthless in serving the country’s needs even if it meant selling off treasures salvaged from the wreck of London’s galleries and museums and palaces for guns and food. 
 
    “The prices… the prices paid for the items I mentioned… are… I gather… hmmm, very reasonable but not extravagantly low,” Luz said. “As the hunting knives were for me, which was why I asked no questions and did not attempt to bargain. I would have been prepared to pay about a quarter more if it had come to a haggle. The vendor was a European of some sort, speaking French rather than English, and speaking it well but not a Frenchman; my French is good enough to tell that, but no more. He sold them to me quickly, took payment in cash, and vanished.” 
 
    “No documentation, obviously,” the younger Yuen observed. 
 
    Individual dealers didn’t ask, usually, though a museum might… or might not. 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “You think that a major new source has been found in China itself, and is being fed into the market as fast as possible while not saturating it and driving down prices too much more than they have already fallen since the, ah, events in Europe, Mrs. Smith,” the elder Yuen said, making a statement rather than asking a question. 
 
    “Yes. My vendor entered the country from Shanghai. I…” 
 
    She made a rubbing gesture common to many countries with thumb and fingers, indicating a payment to someone. 
 
    “… made inquiries afterwards. My curiosity was piqued.” 
 
    “Ah, intriguing! I have suspected something of the sort… there have been rumors… but I have fewer contacts than you among the final purchasers. My operations here in America are limited to San Francisco for the most part, and dealings by correspondence and at my place of business on Grant Avenue.” 
 
    “They don’t invite us to their homes,” his son said flatly. “Or to receptions at the museums.” 
 
    “And I in turn have fewer contacts than you in China—I have heard Shanghai mentioned in connection with the other items too,” Luz said. 
 
    “I do have business associates there,” Yuen said. 
 
    “Not as many as we do in Canton, but some,” his son added. “That would be why you came to us, specifically?” 
 
    Luz took some of the garlic pea-shoots, and cleared her pallet with a teaspoon’s-worth of rice, sipped tea with a pleasant bitterness. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Yuen, that and your business reputation among those who have dealt with you in the past. I suspect that the transactions between the ultimate source… which is very likely to be Asian, possibly but not necessarily Chinese… and the main distributors, Chinese and Westerners, take place in Shanghai, in the International Settlement. Possibly the dealers are French or British—possibly other Europeans, ones who are themselves rootless and effectively stateless currently, with the upheaval and chaos of the past decade. Probably more than one group are involved. There in Shanghai bankers are available with whom absolute discretion can be assumed and who are equipped to handle large sums in many currencies and, ah, transfer them in a manner that will not excite the troublesome curiosity of governments.” 
 
    “Who will close their eyes to anything that makes money,” the younger Yuen said. 
 
    His father smiled thinly: “The two are much the same, my son,” he said, courteously keeping to Mandarin rather than switching to Cantonese, and patted the air slightly in a calming gesture. “Shanghai is a shameless harlot among cities, yes.” 
 
    “Shanghai is a naked whore for the foreigners who feed on China’s flesh and blood and seek to grind her bones, father,” his son said with a flash of bitterness. “A brothel of a city, born of plunder and gunboats and opium.” 
 
    “My son, everywhere in these hard times men live not as they would, but as they must; and we are merchants who cannot afford to let sentiment interfere with our decisions. Let us return to business.” 
 
    There was a very slight rustle of silk from behind Luz, though she would have bet considerable sums that Susan Zhao wasn’t showing anything openly about the slight on her birthplace. 
 
    The elder Yuen went on: “Shanghai is less Chinese than Canton, yet much less law-abiding… or simply less well-policed… than Hong Kong. That is, I think, precisely why our guest— 
 
    He stressed the word just a touch, probably to remind his son of their obligations. 
 
    “—suspects that it is the location where the original source of these… goods… meets various purchasers who then sell it on. She thinks that our contacts there would be useful, and that there are people who would talk to us who would not speak with her, even with her admirable command of our language.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to her as she nodded assent to his analysis… which was precisely the impression she’d been trying to give. For that matter, apart from her invented role in things nearly every word she’d said was precisely true to the best of the Black Chamber’s considerable knowledge and that of the experts they’d consulted. 
 
    “The question remains, Mrs. Smith, as to why I and my family should involve ourselves, risking considerable sums and also risking giving offense to powerful men, in China and possibly even here. In total, the money involved in this traffic must be large, very large indeed, and those enjoying such will be correspondingly protective. I like profit as much as the next man and one must risk loss to make gain—I am a merchant, not a shēnshì—not a—” 
 
    He dropped into English for a single scorn-laden word. 
 
    “—a gentleman cultivating delicate sensibilities on rents sweated out of hungry peasants. But I value what I have built for my descendants more than a risky windfall; I am not a young man, not a reckless beginner who grabs at any chance for a bonanza.” 
 
    “Josephine,” Luz said. 
 
    Ciara had been listening carefully—her Chinese was up to that—while making inroads on the sticky rice (with chicken, shiitake mushrooms, sausage, scallions, and dried shrimp) folded and steamed in a lotus leaf, and eggplant stuffed with lobster paste, deep-fried and served with a touch of sweet-and-sour sauce, and fish balls steamed and then lightly fried with oyster dressing… 
 
    This food is addictive but just exactly what you want for a working lunch! Luz thought; she’d eaten in Chinatown often in earlier years, but rarely for lunch and never in this location; just another gwáilóu dipping her toe in the water. 
 
    Now Ciara put her chopsticks down on the holder and opened the attaché case again. 
 
    This time what she produced was bundles of fifty-dollar bills—to be precise, Federal Reserve notes with Ulysses S. Grant’s grim pug face above the notice that they were Legal Tender for All Debts Public and Private, neatly tied up in wrappers from the Bank of Mexico City, a solid, stolid institution established in 1915 with money from a consortium of northern banks and very popular with wealthy Mexicans. The firm of Smith & Smith had a considerable account and a record with them; the Chamber kept it as a front, one of a number of such false-flag operations that could be slotted in as background when needed. 
 
    There were ten bundles of one hundred bills each, money acceptable nearly everywhere and exchangeable for precious metals with no questions asked. Yuen’s son blinked as Ciara expressionlessly laid out the equivalent of a well-to-do Wall Street lawyer’s yearly income, even post-war and in a good market year. 
 
    “You are very confident in the San Francisco police, Mrs. Smith,” he said. 
 
    To be carrying such valuables and so much cash went unspoken, along with a delicate suggestion of possible recklessness. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Luz said, and signed over her shoulder. 
 
    Time to show we need to be taken seriously in every sense of the word. 
 
    Susan Zhao—or more precisely, Zhao Haiyun—opened her attaché case. 
 
    Inside were a number of items; the most prominent were two short swords whose blades looped over into wickedly pointed hooks; the pommels were sharpened daggers, and the guards shallow sickle-shapes of honed steel… in fact, everything on them except the grips was either honed like a razor or a glinting point. 
 
    Her face was absolutely grave as she plucked the tiger-claw swords out of the rests built into its interior, but glancing back Luz was fairly sure there was a smile in her eyes. 
 
    Yuen’s bodyguard started forward, then halted with a scowl as the merchant raised a hand. Susan slid into what she called monkey stance—a sideways crouch with one leg bent until the knee almost touched the ground, with the twin hook-blades held parallel to one side at waist and ear height. Then she moved, smooth and very fast, turning as she did in a series of cuts and strikes—with the hooks, the blades, the back of the blades, the crescent guard and its points, and the dagger on the pommels of the weapons; then a toss and the hooks of the swords were linked, and she was using both as a huge jointed steel flail with the pommel-dagger of the outer one whistling by at six feet of distance from her outstretched right hand as she whirled. 
 
    Then another flip and they separated. She caught the hilt of the second sword out of the blur of lethally sharp metal. That ended with her in monkey stance once more, like a mirror-reversed image of where she’d started. She was breathing deeply but evenly, and the only sound had been her breath, the light rutch of her slippers on the floor, a whirr of cloven air and the one clink of metal as the weapons joined. 
 
    She replaced the twin swords in the case, closed it and bowed. 
 
    “Even the tallest tree falls to a sharp ax,” she said softly, with her eyes on the man behind Yuen. 
 
    The bodyguard growled slightly; he might not speak Mandarin, but he seemed to understand it at least a little. The elder Yuen surprised Luz somewhat by a dry chuckle. 
 
    “And I would have thought her no more than… oh, a maid or a children’s nurse!” he said. “Unwisely, I did not take seriously Daniu’s warning that there was more than met the eye.” 
 
    At her raised brow, he gestured towards his bodyguard and explained: 
 
    “Daniu is a nickname in our dialect: it means… roughly… Big Ox. He is much more conspicuous than your servant! My congratulations on a very clever bit of misdirection, Mrs. Smith. Never in ten thousand years would I have suspected. Women warriors schooled in the combative arts are plentiful in legend and stories—much less common in the prosaic light of our modern day.” 
 
    “You do my poor wits too much honor, Mr. Yuen,” she said. “In fact, Miss Zhao is a nurse for my daughters… but I am extremely protective of my children.” 
 
    Yuen laughed outright at the combination of wit and proper sentiment. Even his son, who seemed to have a bad case of permanently sour stomach, smiled thinly. 
 
    “Though if someone with a Thompson gun appears…” he said. 
 
    Luz inclined her head to the man who was eldest son and heir-apparent to the senior merchant. 
 
    “Tell me, Mr. Yuen… what is the most deadly of swords?” 
 
    “A riddle?” he said. “And with you speaking Chinese and I English? There’s a certain irony here… so tell me, Mrs. Smith, what is the most deadly of swords?” 
 
    “An invisible sword, Mr. Yuen,” Luz said, taking up a piece of spiced octopus. 
 
    Which for a wonder was actually rather tasty; usually she thought eating things with tentacles was like chewing on an ear. Smoothly, she continued: 
 
    “Because it’s never expected. Deadly even compared to a Thompson gun… which is a rather obvious weapon.” 
 
    His father clapped his hands. “This calls for wine! A Shaoxing red of twenty years!” 
 
    Which was made from rice, but very pleasant; it was produced with some ceremony in a dusty ceramic flask, and they all sipped at its tart dryness from small bowls. Luz exhaled softly with relief as it was poured; Yuen had decided to deal. 
 
    “Now, Mrs. Smith, let us discuss the details of your proposition.” 
 
    His son still frowned. “I do not like enabling the export of more treasures from China,” he said. 
 
    “Neither do I,” his father said dryly. “But if someone is going to do it anyway, we might as well profit—and use the money to China’s benefit, the benefit of her living… suffering… people. Which is more important than beautiful artifacts locked away from sight. Money can buy many things. Enough money can buy power, and safety for one’s kin.” 
 
    He looked at the bundles of cash. “This, I presume, is earnest money, Mrs. Smith? A partnership on the export and sale of these Song goods, once we locate and develop the trade, cutting out those currently monopolizing it? My firm to handle the Asian end, and yours the ultimate disposal in America… with full disclosure by each to the other at every point?” 
 
    “Just so, Mr. Yuen: a fifty-fifty split on the ultimate disposal and profit. And the cash because you may need more… working capital… for the initial developments in Shanghai,” Luz said delicately. “A cost of doing business in which, as a partner, I should share.” 
 
    As bribes on the Shanghai end didn’t need to be said aloud. 
 
    “I can see it is going to be a pleasure doing business with you, Mrs. Smith,” Yuen said, bowing slightly and signing to his clerk to bundle the money up and stow it in his briefcase. 
 
    It was entirely in character to trust him with it, assuming that her cover identity knew anything about local conditions. 
 
    Chinatown’s long-established elite of Sanyi import-export merchants had—since their first arrival in the Gold Rush era—an excellent reputation among their American equivalents in terms of commercial morality. They didn’t pay much attention to irrelevant nonsense like customs regulations, tariff dues, or laws restricting Chinese entry into the US. Or no more than they had to while avoiding trouble with the authorities they couldn’t buy their way out of. And they drove mercilessly hard bargains. 
 
    But you could rely on them not to welsh on a deal, break a verbal contract, or outright steal from you just as much as you could their most reputable white counterparts. More so, if anything, since they had less access to official structures and had to rely on personal connections and reputation to do business at all, in deals that often ignored national boundaries, spanned oceans and continents and involved four or five languages besides money’s universal tongue. 
 
    “Provided we share on a pro-rata basis all—” Luz began, as Yuen nodded and poured more tea. 
 
    I never wanted to be in business, Luz thought as the dicker continued. Money bores me—in itself. But the freedom to be anything now and then… ah, that is a prize beyond price, verdaderamente, one of the many wonderful things my chosen trade has brought me… along with revenge, and then love. I am enjoying the hell out of this! 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER FIVE: 
 
    Palace Hotel 
 
    San Francisco, California 
 
    October 14th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
   One of the advantages of the Palace Hotel was its location: Market Street was already one of the primary northeast-southwest avenues of the city, leading up from the Ferry Building, and would be one of the five great radials running to the new City Plaza once the Plan was complete. That made it a natural for the parade, and the hotel had second-story windows that gave you an unrivaled view, above the crush but close enough to see and hear everything. Some of the rooms behind them could be discreetly reserved, if you were a guest… most particularly if you were a guest in an exceedingly expensive suite on the top floors, much like the ones where some of the very wealthy lived year-round in this sort of hotel in any American city. And when you had hinted at further business if your visit went off well. Even reserving two rooms, as she had, wasn’t impossible. 
 
    “Joan! So good to see you again!” Luz said, sincerely, and in English, as they grasped hands and brushed cheeks in greeting at the hallway door, American-style, or at least in the more or less European manner that women of the American upper classes used, and which came even more naturally to their Mexican equivalents. 
 
    David Yuen’s wife Joan was about her own age, the daughter of another of the wealthy Chinatown merchants—but American-born, and educated rather expensively here. Luz’s judgment was that she was extremely smart, but didn’t advertise it. She wore something very fashionable, in fact ultra-new, but new in a Chinese fashion just arrived from the coastal cities of that country, where dress customs were in upheaval along with everything else since the 1911 Revolution: a long silk chángshān, or cheongsam as they said in Canton, a Manchu-style quipo of pale blue silk falling to the lower calf, with decorative lace edging but sleeveless and split on each side to knee-height, defying the old rules on what Han (and women) could wear, with a high collar open at the front, a blouse and sheer silk hose beneath… and presumably knickers. It had an exotic cachet here, but closely matched the slim up-and-down silhouette of postwar American fashion. 
 
    And with leather shoes on her feet; unbound feet, of course, though her mother might well have followed that Old Country custom. It had died out among the Chinese immigrant community here far faster than in the homeland. She had also bobbed her hair to about halfway to her shoulders. 
 
    All that was common now among affluent younger Chinese women who supported the radical, Republican Kuomintang… 
 
    I don’t think her father-in-law particularly likes it. Not at all, she thought as she greeted him and his son, this time shaking hands with the younger man as well. Kuomintang political symbolism or no. 
 
    The elder Mr. Yuen was a widower, perhaps fortunately for Joan, from what Susan Zhou had told her about Chinese mothers-in-law—she’d been married and still referred to her deceased husband’s equally deceased mother as ‘that evil old bái gû guí’, which meant white-bone demon. Yuen the elder had several married daughters, but David was an only son. The three children Joan shepherded in, with their amah—nursemaid—following behind, included two grandsons, one five and another three and a bit, and a granddaughter about two and a half. 
 
    Their grandfather beamed openly at them and their delight at the upcoming treat. Taking them into consideration for this occasion went a little beyond business for Luz’s cover identity, and helped establish bona fides, plus being genuinely pleasurable. 
 
    “Thank you so much for inviting the children over to see the parade, Cayetana,” Joan said warmly. 
 
    “De nada, mi amiga,” Luz said. “I’m a mother too, after all, and I know how much children love this sort of show!” 
 
    She’d had the Yuens, father and son and daughter-in-law, to a private supper several nights ago in her rooms on the top floor; the suite had a small but sumptuously appointed dining room as well as a sitting room for a separate table for her children and theirs, besides the four ensuite-equipped bedrooms. 
 
    Our daughters aren’t even five yet and they’re already working for the Chamber… as camouflage, she thought. 
 
    The main courtyard dining area of the Palace Hotel down on the ground floor had the brazen magnificence and stained-glass elevated ceiling you’d expect here, and having the adult Yuens as her guests there would have been perfectly possible… money worked wonders, and this wasn’t Mississippi. But while the staff would have been impeccably polite, not all the other diners could be absolutely relied on for that. People would have stared at Mr. Yuen senior, at the least. 
 
    Inviting the Yuen children to meet hers made an even more impeccably tactful excuse for keeping things private, then and today. Luz thought that Joan had appreciated both the tact and the dinner invitation, and even more that for her children today. It had thawed the younger Mr. Yuen a bit, too, and she suspected him of a generalized dislike-on-principle of white Westerners for their treatment of China and of the emigrants here. She’d had Ciara greet them at the entrance and escort them upstairs both times, also appreciated. 
 
    And her husband and father-in-law told Joan I’m a Kuomintang sympathizer, Luz thought. Which is even true, in a detached abstract in-an-ideal-world sense. And Joan is a bit of a suffragist… what they’re calling a feminist these days… and a lady of advanced opinions who approves of an independent businesswoman. Which I think I can tell her father-in-law does not, though he doesn’t let that get in the way of his business. Unlike her menfolk, I think she picked up on Ciara and me too, judging from a few very subtle things— 
 
    It had been simpler to make that relationship a very discreet part of the cover identity too; that way possible slip-ups would just be part of the manufactured identity, not jarring breaks. Ciara had giggled helplessly about being supposedly a wealthy sapphic businesswoman’s secretary-mistress and they’d done some rather amusing little ‘training exercises’ in private with a steno pad and lap-sitting and various entertaining parodies on the theme of ‘taking dictation’. 
 
    —but it doesn’t seem to bother Joan. I like her and wish her well. As long as it doesn’t get in the way of… business… which shouldn’t be a problem. No reason to expect anything drastic here and I’ll make sure the firm of Yuen doesn’t come out a loser in the whole thing. Shanghai will be a different matter. It’s a rough old town, from all accounts, more wide-open than San Francisco ever was, even during the Gold Rush days. 
 
    The hotel staff had left a buffet-style collation for the adults and another for the children in the next room. Luz’s daughters came out and greeted the Yuen children with the slight wariness of youngsters their age who’d met the other children only once before, soon fading off into their usual brassy self-confidence; the lordly five-year-old Yuen boy was disappointed at having to spend an afternoon with mere girls and babies, but so excited at the prospect of the parade that he got over it quickly; the younger two simply wanted to play and didn’t much care with who. 
 
    The children all pitched into the ice-cream and other treats in the other room, though; those included some Cantonese-style egg tarts and banana rolls with sweet red-bean paste filling she’d had catered. The elder Mr. Yuen was ensconced in a comfortable arm-chair by the central window in this room with a glass of very nice port and a selection of canapes on a table at his elbow. She’d chosen some like shrimp on crackers that were likely to appeal to him; the buffet had a nice selection of pâtes and open-faced sandwiches and petite-fours and small jewel-like pastries that his son and daughter-in-law accepted with pleasure, even the ones that contained cheese, which Susan had told Luz she and most Chinese found loathsome. The younger man took a glass of wine, while his wife stuck to tea and lemonade. 
 
    Susan and the Taguchis were once more mostly managing the children along with the plain, competent and dumpy middle-aged amah the Yuens had brought along, though quietly circulating through often enough to keep up with anything said. Big Ox remained in the corridor outside. Plenty of the working staff of the hotel were Chinese, and the rest seemed sensible enough to leave him severely alone, or had been tipped off. 
 
    Luz thought that the Yuen menfolk were itching to tell her something, but the parade started first, the roar of the crowd and the grinding of machinery coming clearly through the open windows. She strolled over to one with David and Joan, taking her plate and glass with her. Squeals of excitement came from all seven children, until the eldest Yuen grandson remembered the gravity of his position and helped the adults shush his younger siblings; Luz’s children fell silent too, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, craning to see from the helpfully-provided wooden steps with a number of vigilant eyes to keep them safe. 
 
    A big Marine marching band in smart dress blues and billed saucer hats came first at a brisk pace, with none other than John Philip Sousa leading it and leading the music—albeit from a sort of motorized conductor’s stand on a tricycle arrangement with a driver, in recognition of his advanced years—he was in his sixties and had a snow-white mustache. And of his exalted rank, currently Lieutenant-Colonel. 
 
    Uncle Teddy knows he’s worth a division or more for his effect on morale, Luz thought with amusement. 
 
    The brassy, bracing notes of The Battle Hymn of the Republic floated out, played with snap and panache. The dense crowds on either side fortunately didn’t try to sing it, despite that tune being the official national anthem for the past seven years, but they did perform the Bellamy Salute en masse. That had started as the way children did the Pledge of Allegiance to the flag at school every morning, but had spread widely as a patriotic gesture by civilian adults on public occasions like this over the last decade: stand to attention, eyes front, put the right hand over the heart, and then extend that arm stiffly at a forty-five degree angle, palm up. 
 
    During the Great War failure to do it when the flag went by had led to a number of cases of death by mob violence, and while the passions had subsided—a bit—the habit had stuck. A forest of arms rose on both sides of the street; she hoped the knocking-off of hats was kept to a minimum. 
 
    At least that was the way ordinary people used it. Party zealots had a tendency to employ the Salute on small provocation or none whenever anything remotely flag-like was involved or even just evoked by association. 
 
    The arms stayed up as a massed display of flags went by, including the California state flag but mostly Old Glory—or New Glory, aka Teddy’s Constellation, as the wits were calling the sixty-one-star model now official as of this spring when Iceland and Alaska had joined Hawaii and the Canadian ex-provinces and Newfoundland on top of 1912’s forty-eight. Most of them were carried by flag parties from each service, Army, Navy, Coast Guard, Marines and the Army Air Corps and its naval equivalent, but also by representatives of the people who’d be marching behind the military. 
 
    Then the cheers rose to a series of surging, deafening roars, each louder than the last as the open-topped touring cars went by. The first held the Mayor of San Francisco, “Sunny Jim” Rolph, who’d been in office since the epoch-making year of 1912, a figurehead now that City Managers ran major urban areas, but a well-liked one; the second Vice-President Hiram Johnson, the former State governor; then came General Roosevelt—Ted Jr.—on his way to take up his post as Governor-General of the Philippines, and his wife and children, all waving. 
 
    The Secret Service guards in their trademark conservative dark suits walked beside the cars with Thompson guns cradled in their arms and expressions of well-concealed frustration which Luz understood with professional sympathy: this was an impossible position for them, if anyone made a serious assassination attempt, although she knew there were others with scope-sighted Sharpshooters on rooftops along the route. 
 
    Each cheer was louder, but a full-throated bellow rattled the windows at the sight of the President and First Lady in the fourth limousine. 
 
    It broke into a chant, an undertone at first and then a surging call that had resounded everywhere across America more and more often since 1912: 
 
    “Ted-dy! Ted-dy! Ted-dy!” 
 
    Edith Roosevelt gave a genteel wave and a slightly strained smile; Luz knew she found public occasions like this a burden. Uncle Teddy didn’t. He was waving his top-hat, and showing every single square tooth in the grin that had been famous and the delight of cartoonists since the 1890’s—you just had to sketch a pince-nez and a set of choppers like that, and everyone knew who you meant. He swelled visibly at the cheers, as if at an influx of sorcerous energy, and Luz could almost feel some sort of magnetic current flowing between him the people. 
 
    “TED-DY! TED-DY! TED-DY!” 
 
    Luz grinned to herself; her daughters called him Uncle Teddy, as she had, and frequently boasted that he came to play with them… and it was entirely safe, because half the children in America had that particular fantasy. 
 
    A minor irony struck her and broadened the smile. Luz knew that Theodore Roosevelt had never liked the nickname Teddy—especially from other adults; she herself got a pass because she’d started using it over twenty years ago. During the four years of the Taft Interregnum he’d tried to insist on ‘Colonel Roosevelt’ from everyone but intimates. For once, the public who adored him had completely ignored his wishes. 
 
    The limousines went forward at a walking pace, on their way to the City Plaza-to-be. It was a vast muddiness now, but open enough for the President to review the marchers and give his speech from a flag-draped podium run up for the occasion. 
 
    The chant ran up the street at the same speed as the limousines, fading a little as distance attenuated it: 
 
    “TEEEDDD-DDDY… TEEEDDD-DDDY…” 
 
    Next came the Navy in a coastal town like this, and several hundred bluejackets from the cruiser Constitution doing a creditable job of marching, followed by a company of Marines and their marching band doing a much better one, and looking far more at home with the rifles over their shoulders. Then another bunch of flags—more Bellamy Salutes from the crowd—and a crack regiment from the local military conscription district strutting past, bayonets rippling in the sun like a dragon’s spine, thousands of feet in polished gaitered boots hitting the pavement in massive unison, an earthquake sound that hammered like the beat of a giant’s heart through all the other noises. 
 
    Next year the lower enlisted ranks will all be men who’ve been called up since the Armistice, Luz realized. 
 
    The peacetime term of service was three years with the colors, with no exceptions apart from the sort of disability that got the Department of Public Health and Eugenics’ gimlet eye moving your way to protect the national germ plasm. 
 
    The ones over twenty-one will have gone into the Reserves, or been promoted. 
 
    It was an odd thought for someone her age, whose adult life had been dominated by the Great War and its world-shaking aftermath for so long. 
 
    Then came waves of tanks four abreast, seeming endless but actually about a hundred of them, the clanking of their treads and engine-roar loud but almost drowned by the enthusiastic cheers for this American invention. Luz hoped they weren’t chewing up the pavement too badly; the latest model at least had hard rubber pads bonded into the cleats. 
 
    She also doubted that even in Berlin a load of V-gas shells would get the same reception, though technically they were both capital-S Science applied to war. These machines looked different from the Great War models she’d first seen years ago when they were a deeply secret novelty. They had the same combination of turret and treads and hull, but all of it lower and squatter and less angular and smoother-skinned, without the patterns of domed rivet-heads holding the plates together. 
 
    Ciara bent a knowledgeable eye on them, which was in accord with her cover identity’s two-year higher-vocational-school background as well as her own interests. Whether their primary field was arts or sciences, the younger educated crowd tended to follow technological innovations the way baseball fans did their teams, complete with statistics. 
 
    To Luz it was an alien approach, and a little like the first, faint, far-off intimations of fuddy-duddy-dom. 
 
    “Lobos,” Ciara said. “The Mark IV—brand-new, just being issued to the elite front-line units. Twenty-nine tons, welded armor instead of riveted, four hundred horsepower… that’s a de-rated Liberty V-12 aircraft engine—and the main gun is a modified 14-pounder, the light three-inch field-piece we copied from the British back in 1913. One coaxial Browning, the new .50 heavy model, and a .30 caliber one in the hull front in that thing that looks like a ball in a socket. Because it is a ball in a socket.” 
 
    Joan and David Yuen both nodded to her. The elder Mr. Yuen ignored the comment, but he was watching carefully through well-worn opera-glasses. His neighborhood had a lively theater and opera scene of its own, featuring Chinese material, of course, and his file said he both enjoyed it and provided venues and paid for imported troupes from China to perform the classics. 
 
    Everyone was silent for a moment, as flight after flight of sleek Puma fighting-scouts—or just fighters, in the latest post-war parlance—went by above in a roar of engines that made the tanks seem silent as so many streetcars by comparison, keeping formation until they reached the slopes of the Twin Peaks, then climbing in a fan suddenly traced by white smoke released from their spatted undercarriages, then up and over in showy Immelmann turns until they were flying back in the direction they’d come… with every second plane upside-down until they pivoted with a unified ripple. 
 
    The cheers for the tanks were nothing compared to the way the crowd went wild for the aeroplanes, the incarnation of Progress. Shrill cries of wonder came from the children’s room as well as the endless parade of squadrons thundered by a few hundred feet up. 
 
    “Puma VI’s, the naval version,” Ciara said—much louder, to be heard over the roar of machines and human voices, though it was quieter here than it would be down on the sidewalk. “Six hundred horsepower radial engine and top speed in a dive pushing two hundred miles an hour, monocoque fuselages and wings, a combination of duralumin and spruce plywood… no fabric any more… with light armor around the pilot’s seat. And four of the new Browning .50’s—two in a fairing over the engine, two built into the roots of the lower wing, all with Mr. Tesla’s latest electro-synchronization gear. Really very clever!” 
 
    And she remembered not to call him ‘N’, Luz thought; that was the code-name the Chamber used for the head of the Technical Section. 
 
    They’d both learned how to fly over the past few years; it had become much easier to disguise things like that now that aeroplanes were so much more common and so many women wanted to add aviatrix to their resumes, with its overtones of modernity and glamor. Luz had found it entrancing, and so did her partner, though she suspected that Ciara’s pleasure in it was more intellectual. The Chamber always encouraged operatives to add a new skill, on the theory that you could never tell what would come in useful. 
 
    Though handling a hot fighter like the Puma VI could be a little alarming—they were designed to be very maneuverable, which translated as radically unstable. The Air Corps joked that the Mk. VI had a turning circle so tight it could kiss its own ass, and learning how to pull one out of a flat spin had given endless amusement to the sadistic instructor and made what military slang called the barf bag very necessary. 
 
    Luciana dashed in and shouted: “Mommy, what’s a Puma?” 
 
    Luz answered: “It’s a big fierce cat, darling. A mountain lion, some say.” 
 
    “Like Safira?” 
 
    “Even bigger and even fiercer, mi pequeña.” 
 
    “¡Gracias, Mami!” she said, and dashed back. 
 
    More tracked vehicles passed, modified versions that pulled heavy guns or mounted antiaircraft weapons or that carried squads of special assault infantry, the troops standing in the hatches with their faces grim under their beetling turtle-shaped helmets, submachine-guns slung across their chests. 
 
    The last strictly military part of the parade was heavy six-wheel White motor-trucks mounting launch ramps and sky-torpedoes. The sound from the crowd was less of a cheer and more of a massed angry growl this time. These wouldn’t be loaded, but everyone knew that they could be, and loaded with V-gas at that. The Germans boasted that they’d invented the infernal things, which was true; they also claimed that theirs were better than the cheap American copies, which was still slightly true—German engineering and the electro-mechanical controls from Siemens and AEG were second to none, though they built on the American invention of the gyrocompass. 
 
    What Germany couldn’t really match was American industrial depth and capacity to mass-produce; the Oceanian alliance had more of the flying bombs than the Central Powers did, and Japan was just getting started. Thousands in Britain, on mobile or hardened launchers—hence the wags rechristening the United Kingdom as Airbase One—and hundreds in Corsica and the Philippines. Thousands more on bombardment ships and special submarines, prowling around the maritime borders of the enemy blocs. Miniature versions that could be slung under bomber aeroplanes and dropped in mid-air twenty miles from a target were being developed… though only for really big targets, say an army-group headquarters or important set of factories. They weren’t precision weapons. 
 
    Keeping the peace, and ready to destroy civilization if things go wrong, Luz thought. Well, it’s the Chamber’s job to ensure that they don’t go wrong—and that the V-gas doesn’t fall into the wrong hands, either. Even more wrong hands than it already has. 
 
    “The Japanese have nothing like this,” David Yuen said grimly and quietly, after they had passed, and Joan Yuen nodded. 
 
    Her husband continued: “America is united under a great leader, a man of power who is also a man with brains, who knows how to pick others with brains too and make everyone work together for the common good. That makes her strong and modern. Nobody dares to humiliate or rob or threaten her!” 
 
    And you wish China had the same, Luz thought. 
 
    That was the unspoken under-message of his impeccably correct statement, which otherwise might have come from a Party press-release. 
 
    Well, fortune’s wheel never stops turning, my friend… but it turns slowly, and right now it’s grinding the home of your ancestors into the dirt, she thought. You might want to start thinking of yourself as more American, however much the gwáilóu here don’t want you to, for the sake of your children’s children if not your own. There was a time when being called O’Malley in Boston meant being treated like apes and scum too, not just a little irritating social snobbery the way it is now. People were burned alive in their homes and churches over that minions of the Pope nonsense by the Know-Nothings in my grandfather’s time; and some people still think that way about Italians and Jews. Dago and kike aren’t compliments either, nor is spic. 
 
    After the military came the Party-affiliated organizations… and the Party absolutely adored organizing people. Veterans who’d joined chapters of the new American Legion marched first, the ones sometimes known as Ted Junior’s Blackjacks. A lot them were notably hard-faced; and they all knew how to march. They had a female chapter for those who’d gone through the WAC, typing and driving ambulances and motor-trucks and managing telephone networks, following along behind. 
 
    Boy and Girl Scouts came by, looking both solemn and bright-eyed at the same time, with their lemon-squeezer hats and badge-bedecked sashes and khaki uniforms and scarves, shorts or knee-length pleated skirts, and the taller forms of the Scoutmasters and Scoutmistresses among them. Everyone had to be a Scout these days, but they’d obviously selected a picked group for this. Newsreel cameramen were on platforms scattered along the route, and cranking away. 
 
    Athletic and gymnastic and sporting and hiking and hunting clubs followed, committed to the strenuous life Uncle Teddy had long advocated, some of them doing acrobatics or forming momentary human pyramids as they moved past the crowds, much to the loud delight of the children… and the crowds below, for that matter. 
 
    The civilian marchers and Scouts were getting friendly hat-waves and blown kisses from women spectators as well as cheering, being the neighbors and children of the people on the sidewalks, after all. 
 
    Lots and lots and lots of trade-union delegations too, from the schoolteachers to the Amalgamated Chicken-Pluckers. San Francisco had always been a strong union town, and the Party heartily approved of labor unions, as long as they were safely Party-affiliated. 
 
    The International Workers of the World hadn’t been. The Wobblies had tried to call strikes during what they called the capitalist-imperialist Great War. Many of the Wobbly leaders and militants had been summarily shot in the back of the head for that under the Espionage Act, as de facto enemy agents, so established in nice fair fifteen-minute executive-court hearings. Others had been lynched by local patriots on a free-enterprise basis; one group had been locked in boxcars and left in the Arizona desert to die of thirst and heatstroke just to drive home the neighbors’ disapproval. 
 
    Most of the remainder were still repenting their sins in Federal Bureau of Security corrective-labor camps in very remote places doing very hard work for very long days in very unpleasant climates on a diet of just enough scientifically enriched and fortified corn-and-soy-meal mush to keep them going; it was also scientifically designed to be absolutely tasteless. You didn’t die of starvation on that, or of scurvy or pellagra, and the profoundly unsympathetic FBS guards didn’t beat you to death with their lead-weighted rubber truncheons or shoot you or lock you in a small iron box to broil or freeze… unless you tried to escape or shirked or disobeyed orders… but after a while you might not want to live very much. 
 
    Other organizations followed the unions, with banners proclaiming who they were and what they stood for, besides loyalty to Uncle Teddy and the Party and bands thumping out a variety of tunes—the organizers had coordinated those, but not everyone was exactly in synch. Many were ethnic societies like the Ancient Order of Hibernians who went by to a hearty whoop from Ciara Whelan—aka Josephine O’Shea—as she leaned out the window to wave. 
 
    Or the Knights of Columbus or the Saint Wenceslas Society or the Young Men’s Hebrew Association and many more, all with appropriate clergy to bless them and selected youths and maidens in Old Country costume on flower-decked floats waving to the crowd. Though they carefully avoided hyphenation, since the Party and the President abominated anything but the 100% Americanism inscribed and claimed on many banners. She heard a shout of: 
 
    “Shaw them whit a braw piper can dae, Ronald!” from directly below as the Caledonian Club went by in a skirl of bagpipes playing Scotland the Brave. 
 
    Uncle Teddy, and hence the party, had no problem with pride in Old Country ancestry or religion or harmless traditions—on instructions from higher up, local Party meetings often featured Melting Pot Potlucks to drive that message home, with every cuisine under the sun blithely annexed to America and celebrated as red-white-and-blue. Pasta and borscht and kielbasa and tamales and perogies were now officially as American as shoo-fly pies and casseroles and hot dogs with sauerkraut and mustard… 
 
    All three of which were German originally, and Germans are the largest single ingredient in our national dish of Melting Pot, not that you’d know it from the parade. A lot of them changed their names during the Great War, and I doubt they’ll be changing them back. Who’s to tell if the Farmer family were called Bauer one year ago, one generation ago, or four, as long as they salute the flag… probably with a toast in that so-Yankee beverage, lager beer? 
 
    Uncle Teddy himself boasted of being a purebred American mongrel descended from five or six different nationalities and trotted each one out as needed depending on the audience… though he also bluntly told the gatherings that they should expect their own grandchildren to be just as mongrelized as he was, or more. 
 
    Luz found the last two groups of marchers interesting. One was the NAACP, striding along briskly with starry flags and huge cloth posters of Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, the late Booker T. Washington—who Uncle Teddy had invited to dinner at the White House in his first administration early in the century, the very first man of visibly African descent ever to dine there as a guest amid a tremendous hullabaloo—and the very much living W.E.B. du Bois. The Negro leaders’ portraits flanked even bigger ones of Abraham Lincoln and Uncle Teddy himself, that one with slogans above and below: 
 
    THE SECOND LINCOLN! 
 
    —and: 
 
    HE SET OUR PEOPLE FREE! 
 
    The noise level dropped off for them; still loud, but a bit pro-forma as if most of those cheering knew they should, didn’t really want to do it, but did it anyway. How could you not cheer Teddy, or Lincoln, whose portrait and bust Teddy kept in every office he worked in—or the reminder that the Republicans had originally been founded to fight the Slave Power amid the savage sectional quarrels just before the Civil War? 
 
    The Party had done a very great deal for the Negro in Jim Crow’s redoubts over the last few years, but that was as much because of the mutual hatred between them and the Southern Democrats as any sympathy for the afflicted and oppressed Negroes. Not many Party members and voters elsewhere cared much about them as such, many still thoroughly disliked and despised them, and a solid majority just wished from the bottom of their hearts that they weren’t there at all. But since they were, all shades of Party opinion were perfectly happy to use them as a convenient political baseball-bat to crack the bones of their enemies away down south in Dixie-land. 
 
    And happy to make them happier in the South, so they won’t want to move to Chicago or Cleveland… or San Francisco… instead. But it’s what you do that matters, not why, Luz thought. 
 
    Behind them, and just ahead of the last entrants—the San Francisco Police Association’s delegation, doing double duty as participants and managers, along with follow-up squads of Scouts administering first-aid and helping the lost and motor-ambulances manned by Party militants with American-flag armbands bringing up the rear—were the League of American Citizens of Chinese Blood. 
 
    Their banners were very succinct, besides the national flags and Presidential portraits. One showed a wiry Chinese laborer in pigtail and conical straw hat, stripped to the waist and swinging a sledgehammer in the Sierras to crack the mountain ramparts for the transcontinental railroad back in the 60’s. The other had an Asian-featured soldier in modern uniform with a red-soaked bandage across his forehead and streaks trickling down his snarling face, firing a blazing Thompson gun off into presumed Germans with a fallen and conspicuously blond comrade at his feet. 
 
    The first had a Party slogan blazed across the top: 
 
    BUILDING AMERICA WITH OUR SWEAT! 
 
    The second did too: 
 
    DEFENDING AMERICA WITH OUR BLOOD! 
 
    The volume really fell off for them, picking up again only when the tough and largely Irish mugs of the SFPD went by under their blue caps. Back in the 70’s and 80’s rioting mobs of desperate and hungry unemployed workingmen in this city—mostly immigrants and a lot of them Irish—had kicked Chinese to death in the streets and hung them from lampposts, and made deadly serious threats to do the same to politicians to get the Exclusion Act passed. 
 
    Still, it’s a start, Luz thought. 
 
    The Yuens were all expressionless for a moment, lost in their various thoughts. 
 
    The children were brought out, still jumping with excitement, and then shepherded upstairs by the Taguchis and the Yuen amah; Susan and Daniu stood outside the door in the corridor… and Joan Yuen remained inside rather than heading for the Smith suite with the children, which surprised Luz a little. The noise from the outside died down a bit, and the elder Yuen came to sit with them around a small table once the windows were closed and conversation was possible again. 
 
    “This invitation was an excellent distraction… who notes a family taking their infants to see a parade? Besides a treat for my grandchildren, for which I thank you,” he said. 
 
    “And I,” David said, and Joan murmured agreement. 
 
    “De nada,” Luz said with a gracious gesture. “And as for distractions… I presume some of your local competitors keep an eye on you.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question; David Yuen smiled, and his father chuckled. 
 
    “You are a new element in our rivalries,” the father said. “They will be watching you, too, Mrs. Smith. They will rack their brains and scramble for every clue as to why you consult with me, what deals may be boiling in the pot, and how they may wring an advantage out of it. Restaurants and telephone lines will bubble and smoke with the gossip and speculation.” 
 
    Luz nodded without speaking, being receptive and waiting for information to roll downhill towards her. Father and son exchanged glances; Luz was fairly sure that Joan tapped a foot on her husband’s under the table—there was a characteristic interplay of stance and expression when people did that, even if they tried to conceal it, which she did. 
 
    David Yuen took up the tale, in his perfect English: “There is a businessman who operates out of San Francisco… not really a rival of ours… who goes by the name of Joseph Chen, or Chen Mingyi…” 
 
    “Or as he would pronounce it, Tan Beng-gi,” his father said dryly. 
 
    “His family are Christians. He was born here sixty years ago, among the first generation, but his father was from Foochow.” 
 
    Luz nodded to convey that she knew where that was, a seaport in the impoverished, overcrowded and mountainous coastal province of Fukien, northeast of Canton. Many overseas Chinese came from there, but more in the millions-strong populations in southeast Asia and the Philippines than this smaller outlier of that migration in California. 
 
    “He is not of my circle,” the elder Yuen said. “His grandson… his son died in the war, in Paris… is at Harvard, and his daughter-in-law and grandchildren live in Boston also.” 
 
    David Yuen took up the story: “He mostly trades in furniture and textiles, and in many different parts of America. Of high quality, but those goods still move in far greater bulk than ours. And I think in the last ten years he has acquired interests in cotton mills in China—in Shanghai. There is some overlap with our business, some competition: usually not very much.” 
 
    “But…” Luz said. 
 
    “But in the last year to eighteen months, he has made a number of private sales of antiquities. Furniture and tapestries, items of the sort he generally deals in, except for the great age and very high quality.” 
 
    “¡Aja! This is promising! How many sales?” Luz asked. 
 
    “Four substantial ones, I think… in various cities. Not San Francisco, which is why we don’t know the details. Chicago and St. Louis and perhaps Boston too. Abroad, possibly, in Singapore, and perhaps in other British possessions—I would be less likely to know about those, but on an American passport he could travel easily there these days.” 
 
    His father nodded. “This was why I mentioned to you that I had heard rumors of a new source of ancient art. I did not care to be more specific until I had more definite information.” 
 
    “And he has come to you?” Luz said, leaning forward slightly and schooling her face not to wolf-grin in satisfaction. 
 
    Yuen senior caught it in her eyes and nodded gravely before he replied: 
 
    “As soon as he heard we were making inquiries about… ah, the phrasing we used was a new source of valuable Song dynasty antiquities of all types.” 
 
    His son steepled his fingers. “He says… says, I emphasize… that he was in Shanghai at the beginning of the month… and that he went from there to Hong Kong by fast steamer; from there to Manila by British Imperial Airships, and from Manila to San Francisco by American National Airways.” 
 
    Luz noted the details mentally; that would be easy enough for the Black Chamber’s station here in San Francisco and the one in Manila to check. The consulates in Singapore and Hong Kong and Shanghai also had Chamber operatives under diplomatic cover. 
 
    Aloud she said: “That would be quite expensive,” she said. “Not just in the tickets, though those would cost several thousands.” 
 
    They were talking well over a year’s income for an average person, even in America. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    She made that thumb-and-fingers gesture again, and all three of the Yuens nodded; it would require hefty bribes for an anonymous Chinese to jump to the head of the line that way, even with an American passport… though possession of that would be crucial too, since there were things no amount of cash could buy. 
 
    “He is… apprehensive,” the senior Yuen said. 
 
    “He’s terrified,” David Yuen said. “He’s in hiding in a roominghouse under a false name… for now.” 
 
    Luz made a gesture of agreement: understood. Chinatown’s limited size and crowding would make hiding difficult, particularly from other Chinese. 
 
    Or people other Chinese would talk to, she noted: it didn’t do to become too wedded to one theory. 
 
    “And he wants protection as well as money. He’s ready to cut his ties here and run.” 
 
    “And he came to you because you are a prominent businessman of this city?” Luz said to Yuen le père. 
 
    She didn’t say prominent citizen because he wasn’t and couldn’t be. Chinese immigrants weren’t allowed to naturalize under the Exclusion Acts. Though of course their children born on American soil, like the younger Yuen and his wife, were citizens. Even the Acts hadn’t been able to overturn that, given the Fourteenth Amendment—the Supreme Court had settled that in United States v. Wong Kim Ark a generation ago, in the same year that Uncle Teddy formed the Rough Riders. 
 
    Yuen made a wry gesture. “Influence? I have influence with the Zhōnghuá huìguǎn,” he said. 
 
    That meant the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association, also known as the Six Companies, an organization of the locally wealthy which acted as the de facto government of Chinatown and its intermediary with the American authorities. 
 
    “And the Six Companies have some influence with the city government. A little with the State, but virtually nothing on a Federal level. Not nearly enough for me to get Mr. Chen that which he demands. Money, yes… you provided more than he asks for, and I of course will match any cash contribution to buying his cooperation.” 
 
    “I provided the funds for exactly this sort of eventuality,” Luz said. “Though it is a stroke of luck to find one so soon.” 
 
    “Just so, Mrs. Smith. But it will not buy protection for himself and his family, not of the sort he wants. At least not in the time left to him, he thinks.” 
 
    Which was true. Even corruption required a degree of fellow-feeling and trust to work smoothly, which the unfortunate Mr. Chen would be hard-pressed to find. 
 
    “This affair is starting to brush the edges of politics,” the older Yuen said. “I thought it might, but it still does not fill me with joy.” 
 
    Luz frowned in thought for a few moments, marshaling credible arguments for the Smith identity. Then she went on slowly: 
 
    “My husband was closely involved with the Protectorate authorities early in the Intervention in 1913. We were very helpful in restoring peace and order in Colima, and it is remembered in official circles; and we became Party members then, too. We made useful contacts… and I have maintained them… with the Protectorate authorities there and in Mexico City. And many of my blood relatives are men of some prominence, who would be willing to contribute influence.” 
 
    Hacendado clans and their camarillas didn’t run Mexico just as they pleased any more, the way they had under Porfirio Diaz’ long dictatorship. But the ones who’d thrown in their lot with the Americans still had a fair amount of pull, enough to make someone like her cover identity getting a favor like this quite credible. 
 
    “I might… I could probably… secure official protection for a man and his family… in a semi-official way, you understand…” 
 
    All three of the Yuens nodded to show they did; the importance of connections was a universal constant. 
 
    “…provided he was willing to relocate to Colima and live there quietly. By calling in favors, you understand.” 
 
    Another nod; one hand washing the other was also something that translated easily across all borders. 
 
    As Senior Executive Field Operative Luz O’Malley she could arrange that easily, and anywhere in the US and its possessions through the Chamber, with new papers and homes and names. Or with a little time for liaison work, refuge in the British Empire or Overseas France. A new life was often bestowed to reward allies and informants, and to protect them from retribution; her own domestic staff had mostly gotten to the US in arrangements like that. 
 
    But it was important not to give ‘Mrs. Smith’ a suspicious excess of power. 
 
    The sort the Black Chamber is known to have, for instance. Not if I want to continue using this cover and build it up for use in Shanghai. 
 
    “I think he would be willing to relocate to the Sixth Court of Hell and throw himself on the mercy of King Biancheng,” David Yuen said with a grim smile, and his father nodded gravely. 
 
    That was a part of the Chinese folk-Buddhist concept of the afterlife. The Courts of Hell, Diyu, were not a very nice place at all; they differed from the Christian or Muslim concept mainly in that you eventually expiated your sins and were reborn rather than being stuck there for all eternity. 
 
    “And he claims to have the information we seek,” the elder Yuen said. “Even with what he requires in the way of cash, this would save us much time, effort, uncertainty and money trying to deal at a distance with people in Shanghai. However, I am only willing to offer him protection if there is a good prospect of actually securing it.” 
 
    That meant he’d cut all connection with her if the man was promised something she couldn’t really furnish. From the sound of it, for honor’s sake and the value of his pledged word, not because he cared anything for this man in himself—he took mercantile morals seriously. Yuen didn’t insult her by saying so in so many words, of course, but she gave him a firm nod to make sure he knew she’d grasped what he was saying. Susan Zhou had told her… politely… that Chinese in general thought Westerners thick-witted at picking up on verbal subtleties, though probably that was mostly due to language barriers and differences of custom. 
 
    “And I judge he is not willing to wait long before he simply tries to disappear himself,” David Yuen put in. “It is mainly concern for his grandson and his great-grandchildren that has made him wait this long, I think.” 
 
    “I can call long-distance to Mexico City immediately, since we need to move quickly,” Luz said. “I should be able to get through to the people I need if I push—I don’t bother them for minor things. You could call me later this evening? And arrange a meeting, if not today, then tomorrow?” 
 
    The three Yuens shared a glance. “If we can arrange a meeting for tonight, it will be late anyway. More probably tomorrow or the day after, also at a late hour. Chen will not risk one in daytime. He demands confirmation from his grandson that the young man and his wife and children are safe.” 
 
    “A telegram,” Luz said thoughtfully. “Presumably Chen and his grandson have some private means of confirming it is genuine.” 
 
    Most family businesses in this line had at least elementary in-house codes; they needed to be able to communicate securely. 
 
    “I do have a few contacts in Boston I could mobilize as well—there are many collectors there, and my husband’s family had relatives in New England.” 
 
    And since her fictional husband was supposed to be of missionary stock, a New England background was highly credible, and it was a major market for antiquities, second only to New York. 
 
    The Yuens nodded. The son went on: 
 
    “It would mean you coming personally to Chinatown very late, since he insists on dealing with the one who can make a concrete offer of protection, and I cannot deny there will be an element of risk.” 
 
    “Chen would not be so frightened otherwise,” the Yuen patriarch said. “He is… immediately frightened, if you understand me. He thinks those pursuing him might attack him at any moment.” 
 
    “Which means that merely being near him is dangerous. But… nothing ventured, nothing gained,” Luz replied. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SIX: 
 
    Chinatown 
 
    San Francisco, California 
 
    Late night October 15th/ early morning October 16th 
 
    1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
      
 
   Iwish Ciara was here, Luz thought. 
 
    She let the respectably maintained but nondescript rented Packard—it was a 1919 model, from just after civilian production restarted, the sort of car a successful doctor might drive—coast to a quiet stop ten yards behind the one that had briefly flashed its lights, as she’d arranged with the Yuens in a last telephone call around dinnertime. The beauty of the four-door was that while it looked conservative, the twin-six motor had lots of pep if you needed something aggressive, since the original had been an aircraft engine. 
 
    Luckily the telegram had arrived before dinner, so she hadn’t had to tell them to delay things again. Luz was behind the wheel, and flicked her lights in turn, throwing the rear of the merchant’s car into relief for a moment. 
 
    That signal was a convenience of electric headlamps becoming near-universal in the last few years, but weirdly diffused now by the thick fog. The Yuens’ family car was, unsurprisingly, an expensive recent import—a Rolls four-door Silver Ghost limousine, which the British were making again, though only to earn precious foreign currency as the Empire struggled to get back on its feet sans London and in a changed world. 
 
    I wish my darling was here, but I’m happy she’s not, too. Someone has to stay with the children, and while she’s as brave as you could want and she’s learned the tricks, this isn’t really her specialty. 
 
    Ciara wouldn’t waste the time. Their daughters were long asleep by now, after playtime. The last day or two they’d decided they loved spelling simple words like cat and dog by shouting out the letters on (fortunately soft rubber) alphabet blocks in sequence while tossing them back and forth, or sometimes just at each other, as a prelude to settling which stories they’d get from the Parent of the Night. 
 
    Ciara was finally getting time to fully study the detailed background papers on what the Chamber and just recently the Imperial Secret Service and Deuxième Bureau knew of what Mister X had been buying with the money he, she, it or they had gotten with the Song treasures; that included a lot of blueprints, and she’d ordered up a formidable stack of reference books, some of them with CLASSIFIED SECRET stamped on the covers. 
 
    Once she had all the information under that glorious red-gold mop, things would start churning… things she wasn’t always consciously aware of. Then with any luck it would click and fill in the missing bits… and they’d know more about what Mister X, or Mister X’s technical advisor, had in mind. Or, nearly as useful, what parts of the puzzle were still missing. 
 
    That is her specialty, which is why we make such a good team on jobs like this, Luz thought. 
 
    And over the last few years Ciara had added a lot of formal instruction to her self-education. Luz had been a little miffed about how much of her attention it took sometimes, but she had to admit it had its uses. 
 
    And she’ll concentrate the harder because she’s worried sick about me, Dios la bendiga. I’m a bit worried about me, too. Was this sort of thing easier before I had Ciara and the girls, or did I just not care all that much whether I lived or died? I always enjoyed life, mostly… but I don’t think I was ever really happy, not between the time Mima and Papá were killed and meeting Ciara. Happy isn’t the same as having fun. The last… Dios mio, it’s six years! They haven’t always been fun—children especially aren’t always undiluted joy and she and I have had some minor tiffs—but I am happy. 
 
    She took a breath, let everything extraneous flow out with it, opened the door and slid out from behind the wheel, into a quiet with only a distant blur of the noise that no large city ever completely lost, muffled by the moisture-thick air and punctuated by the sound of dripping condensation. 
 
    It was midnight-dark. Most of the city had excellent street-lighting, but this back alley in Chinatown wasn’t included, and the moon wouldn’t rise for a while—and was waning anyway. October wasn’t the foggiest month here in San Francisco, but that was like saying a Douglas fir two hundred feet in its stocking feet still wasn’t the tallest tree on the West Coast; it was foggy enough tonight, and to spare. 
 
    Dense drifting folds hid the tops of the buildings, mostly four-story here, the swooping lines of a pagoda roof like a few suggestive lines in charcoal on gray paper. The few lights showing in windows were yellow smears, and the one streetlight in the distance was a blurred blobby shape glowing in mist. At ground level it thickened and thinned unpredictably, so that one instant she could see barely six feet clearly, and the next several times that. It also gave the air a cold dank smell—though part of that might be what the day had put on the pavement giving up its ghosts—and left beads of moisture on every exposed surface, which incidentally made everything slightly less slippery than a coating of warm lard. 
 
    The others followed her out. Susan Zhou was dressed in a dark-brown outfit of tough cloth otherwise like that she’d worn to the Golden Chrysanthemum… just as inconspicuous as outright black at night and in these poorly-lit alleys, though tonight a bright-orange clown suit and a big red nose would be fairly effective camouflage. 
 
    Luz and Fumiko and Midori all wore dark pants too—very moderately flared jodhpurs of a type women often wore while riding these days, or just wanted to look jaunty, sporting, modern and country-club affluent—plus practical ankle-boots, shirts and jackets, and trenchcoats of light suede to the knee, with their hair up under dark snap-brim fedoras. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly male garb. A decade or so ago fedoras had briefly been a suffragette fashion often seen in parades and demonstrations, which was where Luz had first worn one. It was close enough that in darkness that would be the impression, and a leather trenchcoat could cover a multitude of sins… or the ‘near occasions of sin’, as a priest would say, in the form of weapons and other gear. Nobody would be surprised at people wearing overcoats in San Francisco on an October night. 
 
    It's surprisingly easy to convince people that what their first impression says is true. Not as easy as it would have been a generation ago, when just imitating the silhouette would do, but not all that difficult. Most people don’t really see the world. They don’t look, they just get a hint and fill it in from the file-cabinet of photos in their heads. 
 
    Anyone who’d done questioning and interrogations learned that, unless they were densely stupid; it was why untrained eyewitness testimony was essentially worthless. 
 
    The other three passengers gathered around. “Remember we want to reassure this source,” she said quietly. “The elusive, apprehensive and hopefully information-stuffed Mr. Chen.” 
 
    Luz said it in Spanish, for a little extra security’s sake; it fit their cover, and even now with an open border to the Protectorate of Mexico a day’s travel by rail to the south it wasn’t a very common language in this city, and particularly not in this part of it. All of them spoke it, Susan passably, and the Taguchis were nearly as fluent as Luz, though they’d caught bouncy Cuban accents from her mother and Luz herself as children. She judged that Fumiko and Midori were tense but eager, and well-controlled and alert: she’d known them all her life, and they’d also gotten excellent reports from their trainers, and from Henrietta Colmer and Julie Durán over their year of internship in Zacatecas… and she knew and trusted both the Assistant Station Chief and Station Chief there and those two had seen them in action. 
 
    And Susan is the most unflappable person I’ve ever met. You can’t absolutely tell about someone until you have seen them in the moment, but I’m about as sure about her as you can be otherwise. 
 
    “He’s on the run—and probably from the people we’re trying to find, or at least from someone in contact with them. Bear in mind that we don’t have to charm him. We have to convince him we’re powerful enough to protect him. We’re at a disadvantage there because we’re women.” 
 
    One of the Taguchi sisters made a small spitting sound, like an offended cat. 
 
    “Yes, Fumiko, it’s irritating, but it’s something you’ll need to get used to working around, inside the Chamber and out. You’re not at Bryn Mawr anymore, or interning with Henrietta down in Julie’s bailiwick. And we’re at an advantage because he’s utterly terrified and wants to believe someone can protect him—and a will to believe something reassuring can accomplish miracles.” 
 
    Hence, religion, she thought dryly. Even if you’re tormented by the fear of damnation, at least it means you’re important enough for God to notice. 
 
    She finished: 
 
    “I’ve got what he wants to read in my pocket, too. I’ll deal with him; you keep an eye on the perimeter. He may be seeing leprechauns under the bed, or there may actually be little men with shillelaghs about to whack him on the knee. Now follow my lead, and let’s put our play on this stage. The show must go on!” 
 
    The two Yuens, father and son, were waiting by their car, with their bodyguard Daniu beside them; from his costume, he doubled as chauffeur. 
 
    The father was formidably impassive in his quilted jacket and plain robe. Yuen fils had a modern flashlight in the pocket of his wide-lapeled, double-breasted overcoat of beige camelhair; he took it out and clicked it on for a few seconds, courteously shining it down at the road instead of in their eyes. You could see well enough by the light reflected off the wet pavement, even his face under the narrow brim of his trilby, and Luz judged he was tense but well-controlled. You couldn’t be sure, but she’d learned that someone likely to give in to fear had a distinctive psychic smell, possibly a matter of clues too many and too subtle to sense consciously. 
 
    “You brought your Japanese maidservants?” his father said as shadows returned, after a shrewd second glance at the Taguchi sisters and despite the fedoras. 
 
    He sounded surprised, but was courteous enough, or at least his words were. He used Nihonjin to describe them, which was the Japanese term for their own people and quite neutral. 
 
    When they’re not going on about the Land of the Gods and how the divine blood of Amaterasu-ōmikami is destined to rule the world, which the people the Taguchi family so wisely left back in the Old Country do a lot these days. Mind you, there’s a good deal of that going on around the whole wide globe in this Year of Grace 1922. 
 
    Her lips quirked slightly. This wasn’t the only year of the world you could say that in, by any manner of means. 
 
    The actors change, but the play goes on, Luz thought. 
 
    In 1531, the year the first of her mother’s Aróstegui ancestors moved from Santander to Santiago de Cuba, Spaniards had thought they were destined to rule the world for the glory of Holy Mother Church, the power of the king in Madrid, and the profit of the conquistadores, and they’d had a fair bit of evidence for the belief at the time. 
 
    When she was a little girl in the dying years of the last century her father had gone with the Rough Riders to show the Spanish that nowadays they couldn’t even rule Cuba, Puerto Rico and the Philippines. 
 
    Back in the fifteen-hundreds the Chinese had been convinced they already did rule the world, or all of it except a few inconsequential islands far away inhabited by ignorant, smelly, hairy savages with poor personal hygiene and disgusting eating habits. The Japanese had been in the middle of two centuries of bloody civil war to settle who was going to be Shōgun—Barbarian-Subduing Generalissimo—and in exquisitely polite terms tell the Emperor and everyone else what to do. And the United States wasn’t even a gleam in an English imperialist’s eye, with Henry VIII battering away at the Scots and Irish and trying to find a princess he didn’t want to decapitate as soon as he’d married and bedded her. 
 
    The elder Yuen might be polite in his surprise, but there wasn’t the slightest friendliness in his voice, and his son suppressed a glare at the Taguchis by looking away. They’d been happy enough with the two young women as deferential domestic servants in the background, but another role brought surprise and discomfort. 
 
    “Mexico had its own time of troubles not so long ago,” Luz said. 
 
    The Yuens nodded wary acknowledgement of what anyone alive and literate in the United States knew well; nearly two years of bloody civil war after Diaz fell in 1911, then a massive American invasion that had taken about the same length of time to get things quiet… mostly quiet. 
 
    And the Yuens would know that the rebels wanted to kill my cover identity and her kin and take their property from the beginning, even before the Americans came. 
 
    She let a little of the she-wolf into her voice and smile: 
 
    “My family survived the bloody years and prospered, and one way was a careful choice of retainers." 
 
    She held up her right hand as a black-gloved fist and then extended three fingers. 
 
    Fumiko smiled thinly and opened her trenchcoat for a second, revealing the Thompson gun slung from hooks within it so that it hung down by her side; it was a modified version, with a collapsible stock and a thirty-round box magazine instead of the bulky drum, both making it much easier to conceal. The Technical Section had cunningly made it look more improvised and less polished than it really was. 
 
    Midori reached expressionlessly into the sleeve of her identical garment and produced a tanto-knife with a blade nearly as long as her forearm, turning it slightly so the honed edge caught the light, then returned it to the concealed sheath with a quick sure gesture and opened her coat. That revealed a Remington pump-action shotgun with a shortened barrel and the butt cut down into a pistol grip in the same sort of sling as her sister’s Thompson. 
 
    Susan Zhao simply raised her attaché case for a moment without altering her expression in the slightest. 
 
    “Ah,” Yuen said, and his son nodded. 
 
    They’re not going to doubt that I’m Smith of Smith & Smith, since their own telephone calls to Mexico City have backed my story, according to the Chamber station down there. For businessmen, even ones in a fairly louche line like antiquities, that would do. So… 
 
    Luz smiled again, and made a quick sideways flick of her hand, her right index finger crooked. Her own knife appeared and opened with a snick-crrrrrakkkk of steel on steel as the ratchets locked. 
 
    It was a Spanish navaja, six inches of Toledo steel blade with a curved waisted cutting edge and long clipped point that folded into a hilt of brass and mother-of-pearl. It hadn’t been so long since something like this was ubiquitous in southern Spain, usually tucked into a sash. Women whose lives didn’t involve being cloistered and protected by their menfolk often wore a smaller version in a garter. 
 
    Luz had learned pelea de navaja semi-clandestinely as a girl, from an old and disreputable retainer of her mother’s, a bodyguard-coachman who’d been a Spanish soldier in Cuba but started his long career as a baratero in the back-alleys of Seville, a gambler and strongarm man. 
 
    He’d taught her how to use the blade in the semi-formal Sevillano manner, smoothness and strategy; in the baratero’s street-fighter fashion, driving power and speed; and also gitano-style. The Rom of Andalusia said their dance of the knife had el duende—the demon—in it, and it was all fire and flash and cunning deception. That included el cambio, a blurring-fast toss from hand to hand in mid-fight… sometimes very useful, and almost always very intimidating. 
 
    Luz flickered the weapon back and forth several times too quickly to really see, especially in this foggy dimness, as if it appeared in one black-gloved hand and then the other by magic. Then she let it stay in her left while her right drew her .40 automatic for an instant and then returned it to the shoulder-holster. She didn’t close the knife, just reversed it so that her gloved hand and the sleeve of her coat hid it from a casual eye. 
 
    “I was born to a sheltered life… but life takes odd pathways,” she added. “When it doesn’t end in an early grave. Mine didn’t, obviously, though it was close several times.” 
 
    And that, mis amigos, is even true, in a bizarre sort of way. 
 
    The younger Yuen’s lips quirked. “I thought you were being reckless or ignorant when we mentioned possible risk and you did not hesitate, Mrs. Smith!” 
 
    You’re not the first man who underestimated me, Luz thought, and shrugged. 
 
    “If I hesitated in seeking advantage, I would be dead… or poor, Mr. Yuen. I am alive, and rich, and intend to die old and surrounded by grandchildren who will then receive an inheritance that leaves them all rich. Let us proceed… if Mr. Chen comes to this rendezvous.” 
 
    “Chen should be here any—ah, this is him!” his father said. 
 
    Luz had already heard the rapid steps and felt her weight shift just a little more onto the balls of her feet, taking a long deep breath. She pointed briefly and Fumiko darted over to the other side of the street, half-vanishing in the fog as she ducked into a doorway; with any luck, she would vanish to anyone who didn’t know she was there, while having a view up and down the alley. A clack sound indicated she was pulling out the collapsing stock of her Thompson gun, and another meant the bolt was drawn back. Nothing on the Parkerized weapon would catch the light—even the little radium dot on the flip-up night-sight, which was the very latest thing, was only visible to the shooter. 
 
    Tómalo con calma, Luz told herself. 
 
    She made her breathing regular and let emotion flow through her without sticking in her consciousness; the sort of emotions produced by graphic memories of seeing mutilation and painful death at close quarters, for instance, and feeling what bullets and knives and blows did to her own flesh. 
 
    Keep calm. Fear is just another physical sensation, like heat or cold. It doesn’t mean anything and you don’t have to pay any attention to it. 
 
    Midori simply went to one knee and vanished in turn almost as completely as her sister, if you weren’t right on top of her in this foggy dimness; she drew the long tanto again, but held it with the blade reversed and lying along her right forearm with that arm held back and nearly behind her. 
 
    In visibility this bad if anything went wrong it would be at close quarters, where blades had all the advantage—though she was glad of Fumiko’s back-up if something with a little distance involved happened. 
 
    The latches of Susan Zhou’s attaché case clicked, which meant that she was taking out her hook-swords and moving a little further away, holding them with her arms crossed and the short blades resting on her shoulders. She was facing away from the approaching man’s footsteps, guarding their backs… and if not invisible to the hypothetical Mr. Chen, then very inconspicuous. 
 
    That’s just one man, and he’s walking fast, not running. This may go off smoothly… but better to take precautions and not need them, than need and not do. 
 
    He was also looking over his shoulder when he appeared out of the fog. When he turned around and grew close enough to really see her Luz could have told even without Yuen’s warning that his promise of help from the influential American merchant Smith had been very nonspecific. 
 
    Anger and panic washed across Chen’s chubby sixtyish face when he saw who Smith was—her being the only more-or-less white face here. His carried some grizzled stubble, and would have had more except that his beard was quite sparse, which was common but not universal in South Chinese. His business suit had seen better days too, and he wore no tie and was hatless; when he got close enough to register her gender he was also in smelling distance, stale sweat and cheap tobacco and unchanged underclothes, which went with the wrinkles and stains on the once-expensive suit. 
 
    It was light-colored and of fine linen, and had probably been bought on the other side of the Pacific. One fist was in his jacket pocket, and from the outline was undoubtedly clutching a pistol. That was bad, because having a frightened amateur with a gun around in a tense situation, or even worse in a fight, was like juggling a hand-grenade with a loose pin. A bullet didn’t care by who, or how or why it was launched your way. Being shot by accident added humiliation to injury or death. 
 
    “For you, from your grandson,” she said, preempting whatever panic-stricken outburst was brewing at finding out his best prospect of protection was a woman named Smith. 
 
    She held out the blue form of a Bell-Western telegraph between the first two fingers of her left hand. Chen seized it eagerly, forgetting the gun, and David Yuen shone the flashlight on it for a few moments, cupping a hand around the light to make it less conspicuous. The message was in English, followed with a brief set of nonsense syllables that her training had instantly recognized as some sort of code that was probably private to the Chen family. That would make it hard to crack—a well-designed code with a private key and only a small sample to work from was the hardest nut of all—but the Chamber’s Codes Section were beavering away at a copy of it, just on the general principle that they wanted to be able to eavesdrop on everybody. 
 
    The English portion of the telegram went: 
 
    JUDITH, CHILDREN AND I HAVE DEPARTED ON IMPULSIVE VACATION VIA KINDNESS OF SMITH & SMITH. ALL WELL SO FAR. THOMAS CHEN. 
 
    “And you can join him as soon as we make a deal, Mr. Chen,” Luz said, keeping her voice level but firm. “I will put you up until tomorrow morning, and you can follow them immediately. Provided you have what we want.” 
 
    Chen gasped and relaxed, closing his eyes and shuddering with relief, his lips moving in silent prayers—Christian ones, she thought. 
 
    He really was terrified they’d find and kill his family, she thought. 
 
    That included three great-grandchildren, two boys and a newborn girl. 
 
    And I don’t think he’s stupid, though fear can have that effect. Whoever they are, they are very good at frightening people. And of course we don’t know how much he knows about them. 
 
    The Black Chamber was quite good at evoking terror when it wanted to, and she had a professional appreciation of the way the man was obviously afraid of invisible enemies lurking beneath his very feet—that was exactly how you wanted the other side to feel. She also felt a certain sympathy for him, in the abstract, as the mother of young children herself. 
 
    Luz flicked a quick glance to maintain awareness of the overall situation. The rest of her party were looking outward, not at the subject… which was exactly what she wanted. So, she noted, was Daniu, though he was also making sure Chen didn’t get too close to his employers—he’d almost certainly spotted the revolver in the pocket too. 
 
    “And the money?” Chen said, his voice firming. 
 
    Interesting. He was much more concerned for his grandson than he was for himself—and he’s very frightened for himself; his eyes are still trying to see four ways at once. I’m glad I have backup I can rely on not to turn around and focus on him, because I’m much more worried about uninvited guests dropping in. 
 
    Yuen fils brought up the attaché case he was carrying. He opened it briefly, enough to show the neat bundles of cash: they were some of those that Ciara had handed over in the Golden Chrysanthemum ten days ago. This portion was twenty thousand dollars’ worth, which was ten years pay for an average skilled workman as of the census of 1920. 
 
    I’d be surprised if Chen didn’t have several hundred thousand stashed somewhere but his problem is that he can’t get at it easily or quickly without surfacing, Luz decided. 
 
    Yuen the younger didn’t hand it over when Chen began to reach for it. He said: 
 
    “It also has airship and railway tickets to… the same destination that your grandson and family are heading for. Now, Mr. Chen, your part of this bargain.” 
 
    The fugitive nodded and licked his lips, aware that he would have to sing for his supper. 
 
    “The sales were made in Shanghai to a syndicate of buyers at private auction—including myself,” he said. 
 
    “Were? Dealt?” Luz said sharply, holding up a finger. “No longer?” 
 
    They were speaking Mandarin, and unlike European languages it didn’t inflect the verb to show an event’s location in time; there was no equivalent to sell-sold or deal-dealt. Instead it used a suffix to an invariant verb-form: what she actually said, echoing him, was ‘sales made’ and then a modifier that meant completed, done, over with plus an interrogative ma at the end. 
 
    She had to concede it made the language extremely compact at conveying meaning quickly, once you were used to it. 
 
    Chen bobbed his head. “Yes, yes. We were told last month there would be no more. And then I noticed one of the others who bought—we wore masks at the auctions, but I knew him and he me, though we never spoke of it—had died. Was found drowned on the bund of the Yangtze east of the old Settlement, but inside the new boundary. He was not a careless man. And some of the rest were just… gone. Then I knew that they were killing the ones who had had contact with them as soon as the final payments were made. I ran immediately, using prepared means—but I could not run quickly without tipping my hand. That was when I telegraphed my grandson that there was danger and to be ready to leave Boston.” 
 
    Three bits of valuable information there, Luz thought. Definitely sales in Shanghai; definitely the sales are over; and they’re definitely trying to wind up any loose ends—emphatically so! Though Shanghai may be just the channel we know about; that doesn’t mean it’s the only one, or that they aren’t still moving things through others. Don’t be like the drunk who kept looking for his keys under the streetlight because that’s where the light was. 
 
    “I do not know who the original sellers were,” Chen said; there were beads of sweat on his brow despite the damp chill. “I never saw their faces uncovered, not the men in charge. Some Europeans, some Chinese, others I could not place at all, from their voices. But I know some of the buyers; the one who died, three others. And where the auctions took place in Shanghai. I have a list—" 
 
    He started to reach inside his coat. Before he could complete the motion, Fumiko’s voice rang out from the doorway across the narrow street: 
 
    “Heads up! Company coming! From the north!” 
 
    Their heads all swung that way, looking up the street. 
 
    Midori yelled too—wordlessly, just starting to dodge herself as a dark-clad figure dropped from the balcony over their heads and struck her with both feet between the shoulders, making a hard thud. She landed flat and skidded forward, then rolled away with a grunt and came to her feet. The edge of the tanto glittered in the dim indirect light, but she shook her head as if the impact had rattled her brain a bit, and blood ran from her nose and lips and a skinned cheek. 
 
    The man who’d struck her landed rolling and bounced back to his feet too, moving like a cat, a knife in his hand but only the edge of a darkened blade glinting; he was black-clad, and wearing a knitted hood-mask with only a slit for the eyes. That made him a black shadow against a dark-grey world. 
 
    Luz flicked the navaja back into her right hand as he landed and struck in the same motion, throwing herself forward in a pasada baja, a full lunge with the left knee almost touching the ground and left hand palm-down on the pavement. 
 
    It just barely failed, the point touching the cloth of a pants-leg over the back of a knee, because the man had thrown himself at Chen—literally thrown himself, in an all-out leap from his crouch, rather than responding to either of the enemies coming at him with blades. 
 
    Chen shrieked and stumbled backwards, fumbling with a numb hand for the pistol in his pocket and then folding around himself with a grunt as the knife struck in the fractional second before Luz arrived. Fumiko fired her Thompson at the same time, a neat short four-round burst. 
 
    Braap! 
 
    Luz felt her attention split, a familiar sensation—all of it focused on the man in front of her, but somehow enough left over to keep track of everything around. She recovered from the pasada back into a crouch and moved in with a swift light foot-and-foot shuffle; he was up and ready and you couldn’t run straight at someone who knew what to do with a knife, not unless you wanted to die. She and Midori could catch him between them in a second… 
 
    The muzzle-flash showed three figures running towards them down the narrow street in the direction Chen had come moments before. Men running silently, light-footed, with steel naked in their hands—evidently they were concerned about not making noise and attracting attention, which fortunately she didn’t have to worry about. Luz knew the Chinatown squad of the SFPD traditionally had a leisurely attitude towards investigating Chinatown residents using knives and hatchets on each other, but responded much more quickly to gunfire. 
 
    Unfortunately the spear of flame from the Thompson’s muzzle also showed that the burst didn’t hit any of them. That was the last clear shot she was going to get before they were too close to Luz and the others in bad light and fog, which made spraying bursts from an automatic weapon deeply problematic. 
 
    Luz dismissed the trio running towards them; they weren’t the immediate threat. 
 
    Daniu had shoved the elder Mr. Yuen back against the rear fender of his car at the first sign of trouble and stood in front of him, hands out—one with fingers crooked and the right held back and clenched into a fist—and trying to look in every direction at once and doing it rather well. Yuen’s son stood beside him, and he had a pistol out too, a small revolver of the sort someone who sold valuable goods might keep. 
 
    Luz heard the sound of running feet coming towards her from the back too but ignored it for now. Because… 
 
    “Wǒyǒu zhège,” Susan said in a conversational tone. 
 
    An instant later a man’s shriek of pain demonstrated why I’ve got this was an appropriate remark for her to use, and also why knives had been a backup to swords in the old days. 
 
    The first daggerman had turned as he struck at Chen, spinning away from the falling man to meet her attack. Both their motions would have looked synchronized to an observer, as choreographed as a dance routine. 
 
    The point of endless practice was that things became automatic: you didn’t need to think about them any more than you did of breathing or blinking. She’d started practicing to become a navajera when she was eight, often until she cried from the pain and frustration of it, and with only old Pedro’s single threat—to stop the instruction permanently—keeping her going. 
 
    He’s good, she thought distantly, the rest of her focused to an edge and a point. 
 
    The man who’d knifed Chen showed instant sound judgement by not trying to back up or start a knife-duel with Midori closing in on him from the side. Instead he came at Luz himself in his own running attack, because that let him combine a strike at her with delivering a backhand cut at Midori as he dodged by. His point was held low, barely seen in the murk, as much glimpsed as seen in a composite of how he held himself and moved the rest of him and the way he panted and the glint of pale eyes in the slit of the mask-hood. It came up at her just as she’d expected… 
 
    They passed each other and swayed aside from the oncoming points in the same instant with a hip movement like matadors dodging a bull’s savage hook with a horn-tip. The dark-clad man started to turn again, which would at least put both his opponents in front of him. 
 
    Luz didn’t. The navaja spun into her left hand once more in a cambio as soon as she knew-sensed that neither first attack was going to find flesh, as old Pedro had put it. She stabbed backward behind herself at their closest approach with a snapping motion aimed by positioning and feel, a desjarratazo to the small of the back between hip and spine. 
 
    There was a soft heavy resistance that her hand knew of old. She wrenched it free with a twist and spun it into her right again, snatching the fedora off her head with her left as she pivoted back into a crouch. 
 
    In pelea de navaja you used something in your left for sweeping blocks, anything that was available—a coat, a cloak, a barstool, a found object… or a hat. You could parry naked steel with your naked left hand, but it didn’t leave much of your hand after a while. 
 
    The fluid speed of the man’s first attack was gone, and he was hunched over; that thrust had gone up under the short ribs, though it hadn’t hit a kidney—he’d be down on the ground and immobile with shock if it had. Metal moved in darkness as he came in, but she swept the tough felt of the homburg against the edge of his blade as she stamped her foot forward and to her left. She used a left-to-right rising slash, a jabeque to the face behind that knit mask that connected with the power of her uncoiling twist from the waist behind it. 
 
    She ripped the blade against a soft slicing feeling like dressing meat in a kitchen, and something hot and salty splashed across her face and into her open mouth. An instant later the slanted-chisel point of Midori’s tanto and several inches of the blade punched out through his chest, just to the right of the breastbone. That style of knife had originally been designed to fight men in dō armor of lacquered leather and silk cord at close quarters, and it didn’t make much of ribs with a strong thrust behind it. 
 
    His head went down to look at it and then he collapsed limply forward; Midori let the body take the blade with it and stood panting with her right hand clasped to her upper left arm. Thrusting that hard with a wound had required diamond-point focus; now the pain was hitting. 
 
    Luz didn’t take time to spit out the blood as she spun again. 
 
    The three men the first burst from Fumiko’s machine-pistol had missed kept charging towards the two autos and her party: Luz realized with a slight shock that only about thirty seconds had passed since the first man dropped out of the night. She flicked her knife-hand rightward, and Midori curved in that direction, covering the space between the Yuen’s Rolls and the wall of the building with her shotgun across the crook of her left elbow, where it wouldn’t endanger any of the friendlies. Luz waited for the attackers to come around one side of the auto or split up before she committed herself… Daniu was doing likewise, but obviously intended to wait right where he was so they’d have to go through him to get to the Yuens. 
 
    But they didn’t go left or right or split up either. They disappeared as they ran straight at the front bumper of the Rolls and then jumped—onto the hood of the Yuens’ Silver Ghost, over the roof and showed every sign of diving straight onto the men huddled against the rear bumper without a pause in their flat-out sprint. 
 
    Crack-crack-crack—a series of shots, fast but not a burst. 
 
    That was Fumiko in her doorway, on semi-auto. 
 
    Smart girl! A lot less likely to hit someone on her own side than cutting loose on automatic! And the other side seem to be made of very bouncy rubber— 
 
    Luz lunged forward towards the Yuens and Daniu—leaving no space for Midori, but that couldn’t be helped. 
 
    This is going to get crowded. Crowded with knives… sharp knives. 
 
    The strobing light of the muzzle flashes showed the rearmost attacker pitching backward as the heavy .45 bullets from Fumiko’s Thompson punched him in midair, turning a tiger’s leap into a graceless sprawl that ended with him thudding onto the hood of the car and lying spread-eagled across it, impaled on the winged hood ornament and twitching spasmodically as his dying face stared upward into the fog. Fumiko’s choice had been good tactics: make sure of one attacker. Trying for all three risked not being able to cut the odds at all. 
 
    ¡Otra vez la misma historia! Luz thought as she came in with reckless speed. Back in business at the same old stand! So much for a mission that’s all peaceful undercover work! 
 
    The other two were going to land right beside the Yuens and she had to assume they’d strike with the certainty of rattlesnakes and less warning, the way the first had. 
 
    Daniu realized his mistake in the same instant Luz did, and it was the same as hers. He’d thought he was putting himself between his masters and danger, and instead he was on the wrong side of the action. He turned, crouched and leapt himself—straight up half his considerable height, hands outstretched towards the leading assailant and ignoring the knife, an astonishing feat for a man his size. 
 
    The big hands closed on the dark clothing, and the two men crashed to the pavement. Daniu had the attacker’s left arm, and it broke with a snap; then they were rolling away, both panting and snarling and striking with fists and knees and feet; the daggerman’s knife had vanished somewhere. 
 
    Luz was two swift paces from the third dark-clad daggerman when he struck at the elder Yuen. Another stride— 
 
    David Yuen shouted in incoherent horror and grabbed at the man, trying to pull him away and aim the pistol in his right hand at the same time. Which was very brave, and… 
 
    “¡Absolutamente tonto!” Luz snarled, pulling her lunge with a wrenching effort as the younger Yuen put his own back between her and the daggerman. 
 
    It was absolutely stupid, after all. 
 
    The only type of fool more absolute than a brave amateur was a cowardly one… and at least they didn’t put themselves in reach of an assassin’s knife of their own free will. The new opponent’s knife struck twice with a speed that would have been blurring even if it wasn’t dark and thick with fog. He couldn’t guard himself and do that at the same time, though; then she was in arm’s reach, able to do a perfect tajo arrebato swipe across the throat below the chin. This time the soft resistance turned crisp as a windpipe got in the navaja’s way as well—and another gout of blood hit her in the face as the enemy fell, as suddenly if he were a puppet and she’d cut his strings. 
 
    Luz pivoted in place with her back to the car. Susan Zhou was much closer, running backwards with controlled grace in a way that kept her just out of reach of the shorter blades, her two hook-swords moving ceaselessly in smooth glittering arcs in the foggy dimness. 
 
    The three men trying for her were too close for Fumiko to shoot safely given her angle of observation. That ended with the hook-sword in Susan’s right backslashing in an arc that left one man’s knife flying free… with his hand and wrist still attached to the hilt for an instant. He shrieked, gaped at it, then sat down to die as blood spurted a good foot from the stump; his heart was beating hard with effort—though not for long. 
 
    An instant later the point of the other hook-sword rammed into a second knife-man’s right shoulder; that one was already wounded, limping on a ripped leg. Susan wrenched it backwards with a heave of her whole body, pulling him between her and the third man. 
 
    It also dragged him forward and turned him half-way around rather than slicing out and free, so the hook must have caught on his collarbone. The curved point of the Chinese woman’s other sword slammed down into the small of his back, right over the kidney. Then she wrenched both of them loose in a shower of blood and spread them wide, standing like a steel-winged falcon in the foggy darkness as the daggerman fell to die beside the still form of his handless comrade. 
 
    The third man had been slightly behind his comrades. He made what was probably his first sensible decision that evening, whipping around and running away full-tilt. 
 
    “Fumiko! Mine!” Luz shouted, as she tossed the knife into her left hand again. 
 
    The .40 came out smooth and quick. 
 
    Crack-crack-crack! 
 
    Let recoil push it up, fire as it came back into position… 
 
    Two rounds sparked off the pavement around the fleeing man’s feet. The third hit—from the way his foot scooted up and landed him up flat on his back with a yell. That was exactly what she was trying for, and worth the risk of his vanishing into night and fog. There weren’t many places a heavy pistol round could be relied on not to kill, but an ankle or foot was one of them—not an absolute certainty, but he probably wouldn’t bleed out in the time it took to settle things. 
 
    A quick glance showed her that Daniu was lying limp across the body of an equally dead daggerman; the blade between his ribs showed why, but the attacker’s head was pointing in entirely the wrong direction. 
 
    He died true to his salt, she thought. There isn’t much better you can say about someone in our line of work. Except: She won and lived happily ever after, of course. 
 
    The elder Yuen was equally dead, which was a pity; even on brief acquaintance under false circumstances she’d respected and liked him. But his son was gasping, with blood on his lips, and his eyes were wandering. 
 
    “Fumiko! Midori! Here!” she said. “Susan, guard the prisoner!” 
 
    Which filled in the don’t kill him part, so they could make him talk later. Luz knelt—ignoring the spreading puddle of blood from three men—and slashed with the knife to free a pad of cloth. She held the knife in her teeth for a moment as she clamped the wad down on David Yuen’s side under the left armpit; that was the most serious wound, though not the only one. It must have hurt, because his gaze sharpened a bit as he looked up at her. 
 
    “Stay still, you’ve got internal bleeding,” she said, after she’d dropped the hilt of the knife into her right hand. “We’ll get you to help as fast as we can.” 
 
    The Taguchi sisters knelt too. Fumiko had her tommy-gun back under her coat; she leaned in and pressed on the pad. It was wet but not absolutely sopping, which was a good sign. 
 
    Midori… 
 
    “How bad’s that cut?” Luz said as she leaned back; the younger woman had her shotgun hanging on its over-shoulder sling and was holding a hand to her upper left arm again. 
 
    “Not too bad,” she said through tight-held teeth. “Hurts, but the bleeding’s limited, and I can move all my fingers.” 
 
    To prove that she clenched her left hand into a fist—all but the elevated middle finger. 
 
    Luz snorted a little. “You’re healthy enough to search Chen’s body—get on it. We’ve got to get out of here quickly.” 
 
    She rose and walked over to where Susan stood near the man Luz had shot in the ankle, her head cocked as she slowed her breathing and watched him with the expression of a grackle contemplating a worm at breakfast-time. Not too near, because she could see he still held one of the long double-edged knives and because he wasn’t ignoring everything else to scream with pain and clutch at the smashed ankle-bone, which meant he still had to be taken seriously. 
 
    Luz was considering shooting him in the hand or lower arm; that was another fairly safe immobilizing wound if you wanted to interrogate someone, but riskier than a foot. 
 
    The man must have realized escape was impossible then too. She was close enough to see his knit mask flutter with his panting breath even in the dimness, but it didn’t muffle his voice as he barked: 
 
    “Ikh khaany tölöö!” 
 
    … and drove the knife up under his own breastbone with a single convulsive movement, kicked twice, and died. 
 
    Luz pursed her lips and wasted breath on several muttered Spanish phrases involving blasphemy, obscenity and scatology: English profanity had just never seemed very satisfying to her in situations like this. 
 
    You could break anyone with modern methods of interrogation. It wasn’t a matter of courage, just skill and time. Killing yourself to avoid questioning was a matter of courage, and this man had just shown an absolutely irritating abundance of it. 
 
    On the other hand, sometimes dead men do tell tales, she thought, carefully memorizing the sounds of the unfamiliar phrase the man had used. I don’t recognize that language, but maybe someone else will. 
 
    Susan Zhou used the hooked tip of her sword to pull off the knit mask. 
 
    “Not Chinese, I think,” she said, after a moment of studying the face beneath, carefully cleaning her twin weapons with a cloth from the attaché case. 
 
    It was an East Asian face, high-cheeked and broad and small-nosed and rather flat, but a darker, ruddier brown than most Chinese and even narrower-eyed. His head was mostly shaved, except for a tuft over the forehead and two plaits at the rear. At least one of the men had been pale-eyed… but that proved nothing much, since people with European features turned up now and then in places around China’s fringes—among the Uyghurs and Tadjiks of Turkestan, for instance. 
 
    “Susan, I think we need to have a conversation about certain things,” Luz said. 
 
    “Yes, madam,” Susan said. “We do. But not just now, I think.” 
 
    “First things first,” Luz agreed, as Fumiko scooped up the attaché case David Yuen had been carrying. “Let’s get Yuen to a hospital.” 
 
    A sigh. “It’s going to be a long night.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SEVEN: 
 
    San Francisco General Hospital 
 
    San Francisco, California 
 
    October 16th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
   The Metropolitan San Francisco General Hospital was at Potrero Avenue and 22nd Street, a set of newish red-brick buildings—completed during the Great War—in a vaguely Renaissance style with terracotta moldings, covering four city blocks.  The location put it south and west of Chinatown, and Luz drove there with exaggerated caution, keeping strictly within the posted twenty mph speed limit despite the light traffic at this hour—there were simply too many things that would take too long to explain to some inquisitive traffic cop. 
 
    That gave the blood a little time to congeal on her face and neck and gloved hands; it still smelled of salt and rust, without that added fishy-spoiled-meat scent that came quickly in warmer weather. From the way he looked to her occasional glances David Yuen wasn’t going into shock, but any puncture wound that hit a lung at all was deadly serious. 
 
    “Midori, shed all your weapons. Fumiko, give her a hand; when we’re out, take the car back to the hotel and wait for orders—fill Ciara in. Susan, you go too,” Luz said—in Spanish, to exclude Yuen from the conversation. “The fewer strange sights here, the better. I’ll lay on transport and handle the rest via the local Station.” 
 
    When she drove up under the porte-cochère labelled Emergency and jumped out from behind the wheel several white-coated attendants jumped towards her with looks of alarm on their faces. At least they recognized blood when they saw it in a place like this… 
 
    “It’s not my blood,” she barked at them. “I’ve got a seriously hurt man here—knife-stab to the body, upper left torso below the armpit, possibly nicked a lung, and a stab to the upper abdomen that isn’t as deep. And a woman with a cut to the upper left arm, but she’s ambulatory. Get that trolley-stretcher over here, now.” 
 
    The familiar terminology and the sharp but steady tone short-circuited their control-the-hysterical-female reflex and got them moving: late-night injuries from knife-fights were a staple of most big-city emergency rooms. And certainly of this city, where a heavy Mediterranean element had long meant that the absurd Anglo-Saxon obsession with the virtuous manliness of fists wasn’t widely shared. Nobody noticed the car slide away. 
 
    San Francisco General’s emergency room had all the very latest conveniences, including stretchers on extensible wheeled legs, and one of those came rattling over. David Yuen was quickly lifted onto it, and Luz and Midori followed him into the antiseptic smell and white tile of the examining room; relatives usually did, though some frowned on the practice now. He was conscious, quiet but pale and sweating. Midori was pale too around the lips—the arm was probably hurting badly, because cuts just did—but fully alert. The hospital staff probably thought she was some sort of relative of Yuen’s, though to Luz’s eye they looked as different as a Swede did from a Turk. 
 
    The leather sleeve probably saved her arm, Luz thought. That was a sharp knife with a ten-inch blade and a lot of muscle behind the cut. Even a glancing strike would have gone to the bone without the trenchcoat. 
 
    The night-shift doctor was two or three years younger than Luz; interns usually got that duty. He had sandy hair cut close, and a small mustache trimmed likewise, was slim enough to look almost cadaverous in his white coat under the bright lights, and had a scar on his face that looked like the product of a meeting with shrapnel to an experienced eye—technical and higher education was heavily subsidized nowadays, and for veterans even more so. 
 
    After his team cut away Yuen’s clothing he swabbed and put pads over the two wounds with deft long-fingered hands, listening to his chest with a stethoscope, checking the eyes and taking the pulse. He might be just out of medical school, but he knew traumatic injury; his voice was matter-of-fact as he said: 
 
    “Bluish tinge to the skin, pain, accelerated pulse. Blood loss isn’t too massive and the lung’s not fully collapsed but someone’s going to have to go in, debride, disinfect and do some suturing and remove the air in the pleural space. The abdominal wound didn’t… probably didn’t… pierce the peritoneum or the intestine from the angle and the smell. The point may have hit a button on the way in. Oxygen here, please, nurse! And morphine—light dose.” 
 
    He left the nurse to finish and looked at Midori’s wound. 
 
    “This may need three or four stitches and the arm should be immobilized for three days to a week and no stress for some time after that. Nurse, 6cc of tropacocaine, please.” 
 
    He made the injection; a moment later the way her shoulders untensed showed the local taking effect. 
 
    “We can transfer them both to the Chinatown clinic immediately in one of our vehicles,” he said briskly. “Really, that must have been closer to begin with, ma’am—and we’ll need to report this all to the police, it might be some Tong business—” 
 
    Luz sighed, stepped closer, and put her hand on his left arm about three inches below the elbow. It looked like a social gesture, but she was actually clamping the arm and digging two fingers like slender steel rods into the ulnar nerve cluster in an exquisitely and achingly painful fashion. That was a very effective jujitsu come-along hold, and the most inconspicuous of its type. 
 
    “Let’s talk for a second, doctor,” Luz said, moving him aside as his eyes bulged. 
 
    Pain was most effective and disabling when completely unexpected. He hissed and started to bend towards the grip and reach for her hand in an instinctive response which showed he’d had at least some grounding in combatives—like most men his age probably in basic training’s brief and basic but intensive dirty-fighting course, which accorded with the scar. That posture let her speak two words quietly into his ear: 
 
    “Black Chamber.” 
 
    Which froze him much more completely than the pain-hold, and she released it. He might be an annoying idiot whose tribal reflexes were endangering her work, but he wasn’t technically stupid: she could see things going click behind his eyes, including what she was wearing, the blood across her face, neck, chest, hands and arms, the strange circumstances in general, and most of all the simple fact that she’d dared to use the name of America’s most admired-and-feared secret-service group. 
 
    Very bad things happened to people who took the Chamber’s name in vain. Permanent disappearance, just for a start. And anyone who did it in the circumstances she was in right now would get caught. 
 
    She opened her trenchcoat and the jacket beneath for an instant, which let him—but by no accident at all nobody else in the room—see her shoulder-holster. 
 
    “If you stop to check my bona fides now and cause delays, you’ll regret it—that man is an important source and we want him alive and we want him happy. Fix him up and put him in a private room. A guard for the door will arrive.” 
 
    San Francisco General had two private rooms per ward. 
 
    “Oh, and if you mention the name of… my organization… to anyone whatsoever, you will also regret it, and believe me, we will know if you do.” 
 
    He nodded quickly, probably without being aware that he did. In point of fact that would be rather difficult and a waste of resources, but the Chamber’s reputation for omniscience could be very helpful at times like this. People watched themselves and each other much more efficiently than any number of spies under the bed could do, once they were convinced that there were spies under the bed. People had had time to get used to that idea. After October 6th, 1916, even those who didn’t like the Chamber or the Party or Teddy were reconciled to it. With the gruesome examples of London and Paris in front of everyone’s eyes, and the knowledge that everything from Boston to Galveston might have gone the same way, it was difficult to argue with success. 
 
    “This is a national-security matter. You’ll be contacted later and all expenses will be covered. However, if you lose a national security asset, various people will be very unhappy with you. And you will be very unhappy indeed shortly after that.” 
 
    “But the man has a serious injury—two! With serious injuries I can’t absolutely guarantee—and how am I going to explain why he’s being treated here instead of—” 
 
    “Is there a written policy to the contrary?” 
 
    “Well, no, but—" 
 
    “Then that is your problem, doctor. Because you made me flash my union card and I’m… annoyed. Now go be a good boy, and get me results. And have someone see to my colleague with the arm injured in America’s service.” 
 
    You twit, she added silently but obviously, and patted his cheek three slow times. 
 
    It was an emphatic pat, not quite a slap but with malice aforethought as he winced at the realization that he’d proposed sending a Black Chamber operative off with only a bandage on a duplicate trip across town, not just what he’d think of as a nameless Oriental female. 
 
    Luz left the print of blood-sticky gloved fingers on the suddenly very pale cheek. Very Bad Things could also happen to people who got in the way of the Black Chamber’s mission… as defined by the Black Chamber. 
 
    “He’s type O+, by the way,” she finished; which had been in David Yuen’s file, and saving the time might be important. 
 
    Transfusions had become common during the Great War in wound treatment; blood-types had been discovered in the decade or so before it began, and military medicine had forced the pace of adoption into super-high gear. Most good hospitals had a blood bank now. 
 
    “And take this money,” she said, passing him some bills in a way that some of the bystanders—including David Yuen—could see, though nobody would have heard the conversation. 
 
    “It’s for show, but it’s necessary. Someone will pick it up later.” 
 
    She would have just given him the bills if he hadn’t been difficult. Now he was going to face assumptions of bribery… and to add spice to the jest, he wouldn’t be able to use the perfectly genuine excuse that a Black Chamber operative had told him to take the money, or get to keep it. 
 
    I am peeved. 
 
    The doctor gave a brief nod, turned around and began giving crisp orders. Luz went to the side of David Yuen’s stretcher just before he was rushed out, to surgery judging from the technical jargon that was flying back and forth. 
 
    “I’ll let Joan know,” she said. “And I’ll see to your father’s body. Sorry this got so… messy.” 
 
    He nodded, aware of what she was saying but already drifting off with the shot of morphine a nurse had just administered. 
 
    Luz saw that Midori was getting the arm attended to and that the tropacocaine was making the stitches at least relatively painless, then went telephone-hunting. A sympathetic attendant at the receiving-room desk let her use one in an office, assuming she had bad news to report to someone from the way she looked; Luz stripped off her gloves first, dropping them in a waste-basket, and reminded herself to do a preliminary wash as soon as she could get to a Ladies. This wasn’t a place where a pair of gloves caked in dried blood was going to attract a lot of attention. 
 
    She also knew of old that once blood thoroughly dried it was like glue, especially in your hair and under the nails and around your cuticles. 
 
    You don’t want that taste when you absent-mindedly bite a hangnail. 
 
    A short list of calls ran through her head: Joan Yuen would be last, because it was less time-sensitive. The doctors—a surgeon had been called in—were getting ready for an operation, and Joan’s husband would be under anesthetic by the time she could get here anyway. 
 
    “This is Universal Imports,” a voice said at the other end. 
 
    A cover so transparent that these days it had become something of a joke and only censorship prevented its use in newspapers and made Edgar Rice Burroughs and the pulp magazines use monickers like General Trading instead. 
 
    “Jack?” she said, recognizing the voice of the current night-officer at the San Francisco Station. 
 
    She knew Jack Tesson personally from their common service, in Mexico during the Intervention and in the Great War and the tense pseudo-peace since, and he’d probably volunteered for what most people thought of as a boring chore to be done in rotation. He’d been a night-owl back then too and doubtless regarded it as a chance to catch up on his paperwork with nobody bothering him. San Francisco was a major nexus now, HQ for the western third of the continent and operations across the Pacific, but even minor Stations always had someone ready to answer, though usually not someone so senior. 
 
    “Luz?” he said in return. “It’s been months!” 
 
    “Si, we’ve been unmentionably busy.” 
 
    Which meant, don’t ask. She continued with: 
 
    “My one-time code—” 
 
    They went through the ritual designed to ensure that they were who they said they were, and that Luz wasn’t talking with a gun to her head. 
 
    “Down to business: I need a car and driver at San Francisco General, fast.” 
 
    She heard him talking to someone else, transmitting the order. 
 
    “And a reliable guard to watch an injured source, also fast.” 
 
    There were several reasons she’d come here, apart from it being the best-equipped hospital in reach that didn’t involve the military. One was that it wasn’t the first place anyone seeking to finish the job of tidying up loose ends would look for Yuen, assuming they knew he’d survived the fight in the alley. 
 
    The other side would probably leave him alone now—Chen had obviously been their primary target. A kill him and anyone with him order would be her bet on the daggermen’s instructions, given their general air of demented fanaticism. 
 
    Going after Yuen further would risk leaving a detectable trail in itself. 
 
    But why take chances? 
 
    “A guard whose appearance doesn’t shout Black Chamber to the world,” she qualified. “Or even FBS. And not a uniform from the SFPD. Nothing to draw the eye.” 
 
    “I’ll have someone sent over from the Continental Detective Agency, we’ve used them before for jobs where we didn’t want to tie up our people, and they’re competent and know how to keep their mouths shut. One of their men here has been very useful when we needed to operate through cut-outs.” 
 
    “Perfect. Use my Smith & Smith cover—“ 
 
    She gave the necessary details. 
 
    “—for the hire, and have this Continental Op give that as the employer when the hospital or the asset asks. And we’re going to need a clean-up squad and meat-wagon at this address in Chinatown, de lo mas inmediato.” 
 
    She gave it, and specified: 
 
    “Nine bodies. Two of them are deceased friendlies who need to be handed over to the remaining asset’s family—” 
 
    She named it, and Tesson whistled softly, apparently recognizing the Yuen name. 
 
    “—and it should be done discreetly. An elderly man in a Chinese robe and his bodyguard—also Chinese but very big. And a third Chinese man in a rumpled tropical linen suit who was lethally interrupted while telling me things; that was my informant, and we’re taking care of his family. He’s a wealthy merchant named Chen and affiliated with a Chinatown Christian church—" 
 
    She pulled the name and address out of her mental files and gave it: 
 
    “So send the body to them. I don’t want the families asking questions about my cover, so we’ll need to get the SFPD and coroner involved there and keep them to the front.” 
 
    “The other seven?” 
 
    “Mystery men in black masks working for people who are the objective of my mission. Two were shot, but mostly they’re knifed or… disassembled. Just disappear their corpses and put them in the cooler for future study. I’ve got an attaché case here full of cash and documents that needs to be put in the box for a bit, too.” 
 
    “The driver who meets you at the hospital can bring that in after he drops you off at the Palace. And then the dead will tell their tales.” 
 
    “Just so. Have another driver go to the Palace Hotel parking and switch out my cover’s rental car for a fresh one after the rest of my team get there with it—the old one is sort of… messy inside, so you’ll want to clean it up before returning it, and they’ll have a sack of bloodstained clothing to be inconspicuously disposed of. And pick up the friendlies’ Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost at that Chinatown address; one of the enemy corpses is impaled on the hood ornament, staring at the moon with three .45 slugs in him.” 
 
    That startled a chuckle out of him as she heard him giving instructions with his hand over the phone—she supposed it was a bit funny. There were situations where graveyard humor was the only type available, and it was precisely then that you needed a laugh most. 
 
    “Get right on it before the SFPD muddy the waters with their big flat feet—muy pronto. The friendlies get classified as victims of a robbery gone wrong for the police records.” 
 
    Local police forces knew better than to object when the Chamber stepped in to specify what version of reality went into the paperwork. 
 
    “Any casualties of ours?” 
 
    “Junior Field Operative Midori Taguchi has been injured—shouldn’t be serious. I’m getting it treated here at San Francisco General, but she’ll be coming out with me. I’m covered in blood but none of it’s mine,” she said, sighing and wondering if she could squeeze a shower in before the preliminary debriefing. 
 
    “It’s good to have you back in the field, but God-damn, Luz, you are living up to your reputation! Are you still leaving those little sugar-paste skulls on the bodies?” 
 
    Luz sighed again. “Am I never going to live that down? It was a joke, really.” 
 
    And I was still feeling vengeful for Mima and Papá. 
 
    “Live it down? Our very own beauteous, deadly Santa Muerte, the Chamber’s Angel of Death? Nope, never.” 
 
    That had been the opposition’s nickname for her, earned in the early stages of the Intervention when several bombings and assassinations behind enemy lines helped scramble their leadership and ease the way for the invasion forces. Her comrades in the Chamber had taken it up and meant it as a complement; she’d also been called Mictēcacihuātl after the Aztec death-and-hell goddess, but that hadn’t been as popular, mainly because it was too hard to pronounce for people who didn’t speak Nahuatl. 
 
    There was a grin in his voice as he went on: 
 
    “Our Lady of Holy Death arrives in San Francisco, and suddenly it’s raining corpses in Chinatown!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER EIGHT: 
 
    Palace Hotel 
 
    San Francisco, California 
 
    October 16th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
   Considerably later that morning, after a shower-bath with Ciara helping her get the last blood out from her eyelashes and around the roots of her hair and just a little less than three hours of very deep sleep, Luz’s eyes snapped open as she woke on her pillow. 
 
    “Snuggle!” Colleen’s treble piped. 
 
    “Morning!” Mary shouted. 
 
    “Snuggle! Snuggle, Mommies! Snuggle!” Patricia said. 
 
    “Morning snuggle,” Luciana added with her customary precision; she was a born nitpicker. “You missed the night snuggle, Mommy Luz.” 
 
    ¡Ay, Dios mio! Luz thought as wiggling forms landed on her. 
 
    She’d decided to get up at the usual hour and do a full day, but… 
 
    Already? 
 
    It had been the bouncing of eight small bare feet on the bed that woke her—even Ciara wouldn’t be sleeping soundly through that earthquake. Luz’s response was automatic, since this was the way she woke as often as not these days. 
 
    Though usually not after barely three hours of sleep, following a fight to the death, she thought after what was for her an unusually bleary moment. Time for the Kitten Hug. 
 
    That was a tactic she’d noticed adult cats intent on catnappery using with rambunctious offspring; make a swift grab, tug the obstreperous infants under a forelimb and hold them close with paw and chin while going resolutely back to sleep despite all squirming. Her children didn’t usually quite go back to sleep, but at least they usually didn’t start tickle-fights when she did that, either—though she couldn’t depend on that today, since they’d missed that standard evening occupation that marked the end of story-reading as often as not. Ciara was a lot more vulnerable that way, though, being ticklish to a fault. 
 
    Luz rolled over—she habitually slept spoon-fashion against Ciara’s back—and made the requisite space and arm-sweeps. She and Ciara had a running joke that only their children could come between them—two little girls took up about the same horizontal space as a grown woman. 
 
    I suppose taking lessons in motherhood from cats is questionable, but then I was an only child and Ciara nearly so. What with her mother dead in childbirth and her father sick more and more from her early teens, it’s to her Aunties’ credit she’s so good at parental things. 
 
    A grinning, freckled red-headed four-and-a-bit-year-old face landed next to hers on the pillow, then puckered up for a smooch on Luz’s forehead. That one was dressed in a soft flannel nightgown covered in images taken from Beatrice Potter’s illustrated Peter Rabbit, which meant Colleen; Mary’s had the Tin Woodsman, who was her current obsession, so she must be on Ciara’s other side. Patricia favored moons and stars and was on her other shoulder, back to back with Luciana who for some reason insisted on clocks. 
 
    Colleen gave her the slightly damp kiss and then settled in for all of thirty seconds on her right shoulder; Patricia was more content to just burrow under the covers and huddle close on the left. For a minute or two Luz was content herself, simply feeling happy—if exhausted—and reveling in the familiar comfort of the warmth and scent of clean well-washed little girl amid lavender-kissed sheets. 
 
    “Were you having ventures?” Colleen whispered in her ear with a wiggle. 
 
    That was how she pronounced adventures, mostly. Luz decided that having murderous strangers in black masks drop in on a foggy midnight meeting in a Chinatown alley followed by a fight to the death with knives, swords and guns qualified—when it happened to someone else, which from her daughter’s point of view it had, and nodded solemnly. She ignored the way the girl squealed and radiated desire for details, not being in a mood to think up a highly-colored and completely false story suitable for not giving her child nightmares. 
 
    They weren’t quite old enough yet to have a ghoulish fascination with the bloody and macabre—as far as she remembered, she hadn’t hit that until six or seven, and she’d achieved Maximum Ghoul between ten and twelve. By which time she couldn’t get enough detail in stories about pirates and Western gun-battles like the OK Corral, or the ones—she now realized they were rather edited versions—old Pedro had told her of his days as a baratero on the streets of Seville. 
 
    And she’d wanted to go to prizefights with her father, which her parents had swiftly quashed, though they had relented on rodeos and bullfights when in Mexico and points south. 
 
    The Morning Cuddle ended when a need of her own prompted a sigh. 
 
    “Let me up, mis princesas,” she said, moving from underneath a combined weight of seventy pounds or so. “Mommy has to go tinkle.” 
 
    “I’ll come hold your hand!” Patricia volunteered. 
 
    Toilet training had been successfully, finally, no-more-accidents-gracias a Dios completed about the time of Uncle Teddy’s fifth Inauguration—something for which Luz had been profoundly glad, even with three pairs of hands working at the task. Patricia was probably acting a little younger now because she’d caught some of Ciara’s worry last night, no matter how careful her other parent had been, and it frightened her. 
 
    There are times when I wonder how anyone manages raising a kid on their own. Much less four, all the same age! Dios sabe it’s hard enough for the two of us, and that with Susan and the staff to help. 
 
    “That’s for little, little girls, not big ones,” Luz said, feeling cunning. 
 
    They are getting to the age when they want to be grown up and big, not little, she thought. 
 
    “But there is something you can do for Mommy Kay,” she said, as she slid out of bed and heard Ciara mutter even more drowsily than she usually did at this hour. 
 
    The red head and the white-blond one lifted, both looking intent, and then duplicates rose over the covers from Ciara’s shoulders. Ciara herself started a yawn; she had gone back to sleep, or nearly. 
 
    They’re good-hearted little things, Luz thought indulgently. 
 
    “Mommy Kay needs help to wake up, so you should all tickle her,” Luz went on solemnly, raising her voice very slightly. 
 
    She turned around then and walked quickly out restroom-wards amid the sounds of a fourfold pounce, to a cry of: 
 
    “Traitor! Coward!” from her partner, followed by a screech. 
 
    When she returned Ciara was sitting on the edge of the hotel room’s double bed, yawning enormously. 
 
    “I should beat you to death with a pillow for that,” Ciara said with another yawn as Luz sat beside her and put an arm around her waist. “But sure, then I’d have to really wake up. And I’m all over goosebumps. Our girls have no mercy!” 
 
    They were alone in the room now; morning ablutions were part of Susan’s duties as nanny. Their daughters were accustomed to that, since she’d been part of the household as far back as their memories went, and like most small children they were almost as reverent towards routines as so many cats. Luz leaned against her partner, enjoying the familiar, slightly earthier scent of her, and the feeling beneath her hand and the nightgown and the arm around her own waist—she currently preferred a large, loose knee-length cotton shirt as nightwear herself, with a set of the newish small, tight cotton women’s knickers, but Ciara stuck to what she’d grown up with. 
 
    Ciara sighed and leaned her head on Luz’s shoulder. After a moment, she said: 
 
    “I’m so worried about them… No help for it, I suppose—I’d be worried even worse if we weren’t with them to keep an eye on them!” 
 
    “Susan turns out to be even more formidable than I thought, which is reassuring,” Luz said thoughtfully. “Though I doubt she’d be willing to stay behind with the girls if we were going to China, fond of them as she is. I’m not entirely sure of all her motives, but since it turns out the Green Gang in Shanghai killed her parents, her husband and her children…” 
 
    “She loves our girls.” 
 
    “Si, absolutamente, and she’s grateful to us—she takes debts seriously. But I am also absolutely sure she wants to go back to Shanghai.” 
 
    Though she’d been so desperate to get out of China that she’d been willing to essentially sell herself into indentured servitude to do it in early 1918 despite growing up in well-to-do circumstances. 
 
    Luz had rescued her a week or so after her arriving in the port of Los Angeles when someone in the city’s police had mentioned that a Chinese woman was in custody for chopping several Tong members into pieces small enough for dogmeat, and was suspected of clandestine entry and slated for deportation. Though some of the policemen had done a whip-round to collect her a grubstake first, on the grounds that anyone who killed Qing Bang triad hatchetmen was a benefactor of humanity. 
 
    Luz had been intrigued, investigated, seen useful potential, and since she’d been resolved on finding someone who spoke Chinese anyway, and needed a nanny for the newborns… 
 
    Zhou had already spoken some English when she arrived in the US, though it had improved vastly since, and was literate in both languages with a fair general education. Those were rare accomplishments for a Chinese woman born like Luz in the early 1890’s, and unknown below the upper-middle-class level. 
 
    Which goes with her family being involved with politics, and politics in China is even murkier than it is here… 
 
    “For revenge, to get in touch with her surviving kin… and the politics may come into it. Her family were Kuomintang; that’s why they were killed,” Luz clarified; the conversation with Susan had been one-on-one. 
 
    A lot of people assumed servants were somehow extensions of themselves. It was a habit she had sedulously avoided. For professional reasons… 
 
    And because it’s so stupid. Good and evil are a matter of viewpoint and opinion; smart and stupid, not so much… and self-inflicted stupid is unforgiveable. 
 
    “Perhaps we should have stayed on the administrative side!” Ciara said. 
 
    Luz nodded. “It’s a thought, and a lot of it was interesting. But my darling, mi corazon… I don’t want them growing up in a world where the comandante of whoever was in charge of those men we met last night has V-gas.” 
 
    “I wish they weren’t growing up in a world with V-gas at all!” Ciara said. 
 
    “I wish so too, mi amor,” Luz said sincerely. 
 
    Sentiment aside, that was one reason she had kept their home base firmly planted in tiny, quasi-rural, militarily insignificant Santa Barbara. 
 
    She added: “I wish Herr Privatdozent von Bülow had never discovered what his insecticide was really good for.” 
 
    They’d both met the inventor of Annihilation Gas, back in ’16; he’d died while they were in Berlin on their second mission later that year, killed by Black Chamber sabotage in the V-gas plant in Staaken, though that had been James Cheine’s tasking rather than theirs. 
 
    Ciara had a horror of the elderly scientist’s very memory. Luz thought he hadn’t been a bad old duffer of an academic fossil at all… when he wasn’t being a mass-murdering fanatic. Some killers she’d met really enjoyed their work, and they tended to be mad, bad and dangerous to know, for their putative friends not least. For others, it was just… work, which was her own attitude unless she had a personal grudge against someone the way she’d had against Pancho Villa for her parents’ murder. 
 
    Von Bülow had done what he did regretfully, because the holy destiny of the Fatherland required it. 
 
    We had that interesting conversation about Nietzche’s views of women, Luz thought. And I don’t doubt he loved his grandchildren as much as I love the girls. Pity about so many others! 
 
    “Amen, and bad cess to him! Now that he’s accounting to God for it,” Ciara said. 
 
    Luz nodded, though she didn’t really believe in an afterlife anymore. She wasn’t sure if Ciara did or not, though they’d both been raised Catholic, of course, and it stuck in many respects. Their children were baptized in that faith, and they took them to services sometimes. Being with each other meant they couldn’t actually receive communion at Mass—you had to be confessed and absolved first for that, and you didn’t get absolution unless you repented, which neither of them ever would. Ciara felt guilty about that now and then; to Luz, guilt was an emotion she understood only intellectually. 
 
    “Amen indeed,” she said. “But there’s nothing we can do about that. He did discover it. Germany did use it and Japan does have it now.” 
 
    “Nasty lots, the both of them… their rulers, at least… though for that matter, I wish we didn’t have to have it.” 
 
    Luz nodded. “Bastardos malvados, but they’re rational evil bastards. As long as we can retaliate in kind, they’ll rest content with using theirs as a threat, to protect their grip on what they’ve taken.” 
 
    “Just the threat with us,” Ciara noted. “Because America can threaten the same, and for our allies.” 
 
    Luz nodded soberly. Both the other power-blocs had used it on their own subjects, ones unwise enough to rebel against their hegemony above the harassment level. On people who couldn’t fight back you could just spray it from the air and cover immense areas, wait a little while for the chemicals to decay, and then move burial details and settlers into an echoing vacancy ready-equipped with roads and houses and cleared fields. That made it much less labor-intensive than the methods Genghis Khan… or Joshua ben Nun… had used. She went on: 
 
    “This new player… I think they want to upset the applecart, and that may mean actually using it, consequences be damned. The way they acted last night reminds me of that old Russian saying.” 
 
    Which went: When people cause you a problem, remember—no people, no problem. Because death solves all problems. 
 
    That was overly simple. Death certainly solved some problems, but even if all you had was a hammer, not everything was a nail. 
 
    Ciara nodded and blew out her lips with a disgusted sound. She listened to her heart more than Luz did, but she listened to her head just as much—and there was nothing wrong with her wits in the least. 
 
    “And there’s nothing we can do about Germany or Japan, but we… you and I… may actually be able to stop… whoever it is… from getting the awful stuff,” Ciara said, sounding unhappy about it, but resolute. 
 
    Saving the country… at least twice… it does wonders for your self-confidence, Luz thought wryly. 
 
    Her partner sighed again. “Let’s go have breakfast with the girls.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “How are you, mi amiga?” Luz asked Midori. 
 
    The younger operative raised her battered face and pointed at it with her good hand; the skin was just beginning to go from fresh-bruise red to dark purple all over the right side. She was in pajamas with her left arm in a sling, and she would be eating very carefully. Her strong young teeth were still all there, but there were loose ones that had to be spared and were very tender. Her back probably hurt like blazes where the daggerman had landed on her too, though no actual ribs had been sprung, probably because she’d begun to dodge just a fraction of a second before the impact and wasn’t solidly planted. 
 
    “I feel like I had my arm cut by a homicidal maniac after he landed on my back with both feet and slammed my face into the pavement, hard,” she said tartly… but slowly and carefully… as she sat herself down at the table in their suite’s dining room. 
 
    “You killed him for it,” Luz pointed out. “That has to be some consolation. I’ve always found it… soothing, when someone’s given me reason to be… peeved.” 
 
    “That I stabbed the bastard in the back with a large knife helps in the abstract, but it isn’t exactly morphine. Aspirin aren’t either. Both better than nothing,” Midori said. 
 
    Luz thought she could detect a slight queasiness there, probably at a flash of visceral memory of the sensations of ramming ten inches of sharp metal through someone’s body back-to-front. That was only to be expected; you got used to it, but that muscle-memory and smell-memory had come back on her unpleasantly for months after her first experience knifing a Villista sentry to escape the burning hacienda where her parents had been murdered. It had been… 
 
    Messy. Like butchering a chicken, only more so. 
 
    “Moving will help the back loosen up faster—that’s experience talking too,” Luz said. “If you stay in bed it seizes up tight.” 
 
    Then Midori yelped in genuine fright as the youngsters poured in, followed by Susan, who was either herding them in or just chasing after them as they realized they wanted breakfast. Luz and Ciara swooped in to help the nanny-bodyguard and Fumiko rescue the injured Taguchi from the effects of being affectionately climbed over while badly bruised. 
 
    Their daughters quickly grasped that Midori had been hurt—had a hurtie was the way Luciana put it—and trooped over solemn-faced to give her gentle pats and kisses and an earnest chorus of feel all better now, Obachan. It was what they’d have done for one of their sisters with a skinned knee, and oddly enough did seem to help. The four able-bodied women settled the children in their special chairs as the white-coated hotel steward wheeled in the breakfast cart. 
 
    It’s been a while, but I still sleep like the dead after a fight, Luz thought. I just wish, wish, wish I’d had another eight hours of it. And all this makes me appreciate again how much I wish that this was a quiet family breakfast back home. 
 
    The girls—all of whom had lobbied hard to graduate from the bibs of babyhood, and were carefully tucking napkins into the necks of their nightshirts—chatted as they spooned down small bowls of oatmeal and cream and raisins and sliced banana and raspberries and drank their milk and cocoa and fresh orange juice with happy unconcern. Each having three siblings of the same age meant they were rarely really alone even with a big family home, which made Luz feel odd at times—as an only child she’d spent considerable time by herself growing up, and Ciara nearly as much since her only brother had been six years older and hence a protector and hero to imitate more than a playmate. 
 
    Fumiko and Midori were the closest thing I had to sisters, and friends are not quite the same, not even very good ones. 
 
    Listening to her children gave her a slightly surreal feeling… 
 
    They talk… talk more and more… but sometimes they just… talk, not necessarily to anyone in particular, like birds singing. More a matter of occasionally verbally bouncing off someone else. Small children have minds and they think, but very strange minds. No wonder you can’t remember much about that stage when you’re adult! 
 
    Colleen described a dream of flying on talking cats probably inspired by the Puma fighters at the parade crossed with memories of the Peter Rabbit stories, which she loved and loved to embroider on her own, and Patricia went on about how much she missed their cat Safira, and if Safira was sad, which Luz doubted given the last tail-pulling-and-retaliatory-scratching episode. 
 
    But Mary, who was an affectionate creature, agreed it was likely. 
 
    “She’ll be sad ‘cause she loves us!” 
 
    “We’re her sisters,” Patricia agreed. 
 
    “So sad she’ll cry!” Mary added, blinking herself and cuddling her teddy. 
 
    “Don’t you be sad, Mr. President!” she added to it, and kissed it on the nose—unlike most, she’d actually done that to the President of the United States, and gotten a hug out of it. 
 
    “Cats don’t cry, Mary,” Luciana said in lofty tones, breaking one of her typical long thoughtful silences. 
 
    “They do so, Lucy! Mew-mew-mew!” 
 
    “But the kitties were flying! And growling!” Colleen said and growled to illustrate through a mouthful of oatmeal. 
 
    Ciara swooped in with a napkin, her usual morning torpor overridden by parental concern: “Don’t talk with your mouth full, darling heart,” she said. “Only little babies do that.” 
 
    “Not a baby!” Colleen said… with her mouth full… waving her spoon for emphasis. “I’m big now. I’m gonna be a… a pi-lot and fly! Fly with cats! Big, big cats with wings! Ruuuum-ruuuummmm!” 
 
    We’ve got a budding Edgar Rice Burroughs there, Luz thought, with a sudden wave of tenderness. 
 
    “Cats can’t fly, Colleen,” Luciana said. “Birds fly. Bugs fly. Cats can’t fly.” 
 
    “Our mommies can fly,” Patricia pointed out; they’d all very much enjoyed watching as Luz and Ciara did their solo flights for their pilots’ licenses. 
 
    “We’re girls and we flew here!” Colleen said. 
 
    “People-girls,” Patricia added. “Not bug-girls or bird-girls. If we had Safira with us, she’d fly too, and she’s a cat-girl.” 
 
    “Pat, that’s sil–” 
 
    Luciana stopped with her mouth open, frowning as she tried to work out the weakness in the logic, her eyes scanning back and forth as if she were tracking something mentally while she tried to find proof that what she thought… knew… was silly actually was. 
 
    Colleen went on happily: 
 
    “Big cats with wings can so fly. When I’m grown up I’m gonna have a big cat that loves me to bits and she’ll have ven… ven… adventures with me! Like a pony. Only flying. With fuzzy ears! We’ll fly to Oz.” 
 
    Mary perked up and hugged Teddy harder. “Can I come? And see Dorothy and the Tin Woodsman? The Woodsman can chop up monsters! Chop-chop-chop! I had a bad dream with monsters and I was scared and he chopped them up and it made me feel all better.” 
 
    “Ohhh, me too! I’ll come too!” Patricia said. “The Yellow Brick Road!” 
 
    They’d gotten as far as the beginning of Glinda of Oz in the nightly story-reading she and Ciara took turns at. Baum was dead and she didn’t consider the continuations by other hands nearly as good, but Luz had considerable hopes of restarting the entire series after that, the earlier ones having faded from her children’s memory. 
 
    Colleen beamed, obviously seeing herself leading a squadron of four sisters on giant winged kitties over the Munchkin villages towards the gleaming green towers… a prospect which weakened even Luciana’s commitment to not being silly. 
 
    Luz was lifting her first forkful of breakfast when the telephone rang. 
 
    “Are you going to answer the telephone, Mommy Luz?” Luciana asked. Then, brightly: “Can I? Can I?” 
 
    Luz sighed, swallowed hastily and rose. The dish she’d ordered was excellent—a house specialty at the Palace, done with ground beef sautéed in olive oil with garlic, onions, and mushrooms until the onion softened and then stirred with nutmeg, oregano, salt, pepper and chopped fresh spinach; eggs were broken into indentations made in the top of the mixture and cooked to taste—which in her case was the whites firm but the yolks just a little liquid. 
 
    It went very well with sourdough toast… and she was hungry as well as still sleepy. And it was much better hot. 
 
    And thirty isn’t twenty. I can still do the same things… but it hurts just a little more and I don’t bounce quite as quickly. 
 
    “Yes?” she said when she’d stepped over and picked up the receiver from the sideboard—a modern one-piece handset with sleek lines in ivory and gilt bronze. 
 
    “Mrs. Smith, this is Clifford Sefton at the front desk. I’m sorry to interrupt your breakfast, but there’s a Chinese woman here who says she has to speak with you in person on a business matter. Shall I tell her you’re not here, ma’am?” 
 
    “If that’s Mrs. Joan Yuen, send the lady up—and extend every courtesy, please. Eeet is— 
 
    Maintaining a convincing slight accent was actually more of an effort than a thicker one. Patricia cocked an ear. She was showing signs of inheriting her birth-mother’s talent for the nuances of words—she and Luciana had said their first words a month earlier than Colleen and Mary, and they both also had instinctive perfect pitch like Luz. Now she was visibly thinking: 
 
    Mommy is talking funny again. 
 
    “— an important beesneess matter.” 
 
    Luz sighed again, and said to the air after she hung up: 
 
    “Lucky I’m dressed.” 
 
    She looked at the others. Ciara had gotten a bit more sleep but not enough, and unlike Luz she woke up slowly even when she had. 
 
    Plus worrying about us without saying or doing anything that would worry the girls last night was probably a mental strain about as bad as the fight. 
 
    She was tousled and in a dressing-robe over her old-fashioned nightgown and concentrating as much on her coffee as keeping one eye on the children allowed. The next stage was ravenous hunger; only after that did full consciousness begin. 
 
    Fumiko was helping her sister with her food—Midori was having oatmeal and fruit rather than Fumiko’s bacon and eggs and sausages and fried tomatoes— and they were both very quiet. Last night had been their first real brush with sudden death at first-hand, if not with violence in general. 
 
    Susan Zhou was helping to oversee the girls as necessary, and was apparently her usual serene self. She was eating a pair of pancakes which she topped with fried eggs and bacon and folded over—evidently as close as a Western kitchen could get to something called Jianbing that was popular for the day’s first meal in her home city. 
 
    Not her first dance at that particular party, or her second, Luz thought, and went on aloud: 
 
    “I’ll meet her in the sitting room.” 
 
    Joan Yuen looked grim in both senses of the word when she arrived, though impeccably groomed and well-dressed in a dark shirtwaist and jacket ensemble. Luz put two cups of coffee on the table between them: 
 
    “You look as if you could use this and it’s a pity that it’s early for brandy. I’d invite you to breakfast, but I don’t want t’eh chil’ren overhearing oous.” 
 
    Joan gestured agreement and sipped, considering Luz carefully. 
 
    “You’re not hurt? I’m glad… but David said you were all over blood. Like a dripping red mask all the way to the hospital, he said, every time you looked over your shoulder at him.” 
 
    “It wasn’t mine,” Luz replied. “It was from the people who attacked us.” 
 
    And from your husband, but that wouldn’t be tactful to mention. 
 
    “And none of them got away,” she added. “One tried, and I shot him.” 
 
    After which he committed suicide, but let’s not complicate the picture. 
 
    “They are all dead,” she added instead. 
 
    “Good!” Joan said with a flash of savagery. 
 
    Luz went on: 
 
    “Midori was cut a little and badly battered, but apart from that it’s all minor among my people. David’s conscious? That’s good news!” 
 
    “Yes. He’s weak, and in some pain, so I didn’t want to tire him, but he could talk a little. The operation was a success; they say that if there’s no serious infection, he could be sent home fairly soon—they need to keep him very quiet and under observation for a while first. But they’re using this new bactericidal drug made from a mold developed in England during the war, and it’s supposed to work wonders, even with a bad stomach wound. In a few months he’ll make a full recovery as long as he’s careful… and I will see that he is.” 
 
    Luz crossed herself and spoke sincerely: “¡Gracias a dios! That is very good news.” 
 
    A quiet pause, and Joan continued: 
 
    “David told me how you fought to protect him and Grandfather, you and your people, risking your own life without hesitation when you could have escaped. He said you were like a tigress. And how you bandaged him, got him to the best hospital in the city, bribed them to make them treat him immediately, and hired a guard for his door.” 
 
    Luz sighed. “I only wish we could have done more.” 
 
    Which is true. 
 
    She continued: “This is partly my fault; I expected there might be some trouble, as did your grandfather—he and David warned me about possible risk, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “That was why you and your people were all armed to the teeth? Swords… knives… pistols… shotguns… a machine gun? Are those even legal?” 
 
    “They are if you’re an influential Party member in good standing from an area still under martial law. I was just… taking precautions out of habit. Mexico was quite violent for some time, when I was a young woman. It’s quiet now, for the most part, but that’s because the forces of order… and their supporters, like my family and our retainers… are always vigilant.” 
 
    Which is all more or less true, literally if not in the penumbra of implications I just piled on. I contributed my fair share to la violencia, too. How did that German sociologist put it? Violence is always the ultimately decisive means of political action? Very true. 
 
    Joan went on: “It’s the fault of those murderous—” 
 
    She spat something in Cantonese which Luz assumed was not complementary. 
 
    “—who attacked David and Grandfather, not you!” 
 
    Joan took a deep breath and went on calmly: “I’m running the business while David is… is recovering, so I thought I’d get a few things settled.” 
 
    She reached into the briefcase she’d brought and pushed a manila business envelope across the table. 
 
    “This is everything we know about Chen and his dealings. And a complete list of our contacts in Shanghai, and a letter of introduction. It’ll be useful if you… plan to go ahead with things.” 
 
    “I do, and thank you. This will be useful. I just wish the partnership could continue.” 
 
    “We cannot do that. With grandfather… gone… and David badly hurt, we have to concentrate on safeguarding what we have, for our children’s sake,” Joan said. 
 
    Luz patted her hand. “I understand completely.” 
 
    Joan pushed another large envelope towards her. “This is the fifty thousand, your earnest money, minus the twenty thousand David had with him to pay Chen, which I presume you have.” 
 
    “I’m sending that amount on to the younger Mr. Chen,” Luz said, again more-or-less truthfully. “His grandfather did give us the information we wanted, or at least some of it. And we didn’t deliver the protection that was part of the payment. Which makes it a debt of honor to see that his grandson and family get it, and that they’re safe.” 
 
    Actually, the Black Chamber would be doing a wire-transfer to an account in Mexico in the name of Chen’s grandson, who would then get a letter from Mrs. Smith informing him of the arrangements; the cash would go back into the operating fund for this operation. You had to keep the accountants happy, even in the Black Chamber. 
 
    The payment was on Luz’s recommendation but would probably have been done anyway. Chen had given them the information, after all. The Chamber tried very hard to keep its promises. 
 
    And they would help him access the family funds if necessary, much of which had probably been converted to something liquid and stashed somewhere before Chen the elder made his panic-stricken dash out of Shanghai—forensic accountants were working on that now, a specialty surprisingly useful in espionage. She’d pointed out that having a family with Chinese connections feeling grateful and indebted would be an asset someday, especially one with a talented near-graduate of Harvard at its head. 
 
    We might even recruit him, or give him further help to become a person of influence on sub rosa retainer to us. He’ll want payback for his grandfather, as I did for my parents. 
 
    The Black Chamber knew the uses of both gratitude and vengeance, and it thought in the long term. 
 
    “That is good of you. But the remainder is here.” 
 
    Luz put a hand on it and pushed it back towards her. “I was prepared to spend the entire amount and more to get the information and the connections in Shanghai,” she said. “Now I have it.” 
 
    “But we… our family… cannot continue with the agreement you made with David and Grandfather! I will be satisfied if the business is in good order when David is on his feet again.” 
 
    “You’ve suffered terrible loss, personal loss, because of that agreement,” Luz said, and raised a hand. “And it could easily have been worse. I know that money won’t assuage grief—but the lack of it doesn’t help either, mi amiga. Use it for your children’s education, or donate it to the Kuomintang, or anything you please. It’s yours, not mine, as far as I’m concerned. A sunk cost.” 
 
    Joan took a deep breath and nodded, a quick grave gesture that recognized what Luz had said and acknowledged an obligation, which confirmed Luz’s thought that she was too sensible to go through more of the no-no-after-you-I-couldn’t-possibly dance now that honor had been satisfied by a genuine offer to return the surplus. That kept alive the possibility of future dealings, as well. 
 
    “Thank you. When the news of this spreads, there will be heavy calls on the business as some of our creditors panic. Prompt cash payments will reassure them, and our bankers will be reassured when we deposit it.” 
 
    Luz paused a moment for thought, then decided to continue. The Yuens would find out fairly soon anyway. 
 
    “Have you seen your accountant, Stanley Li, since yesterday?” 
 
    Joan started. “No,” she said. “He has not come to the office, or answered his telephone.” 
 
    Then her eyes narrowed. “You think he betrayed us?” 
 
    “Did anyone else besides the three of you and him know about the meeting with Chen?” 
 
    “No… I don’t think anyone did. We discussed it only in strict privacy.” 
 
    “I’ve been in contact with the San Francisco police,” Luz said. “I asked them from the hospital—since the incident had to be reported to the police in any case—to notify me of anything concerning your business. They contacted me late last night—” 
 
    In fact, a Black Chamber team had told her, just before she got that very brief bit of sleep, but they’d turned the information… or some of it, anyway… over to the city police. They’d also told them to deal with it as they would have if they’d found the body themselves, which apparently meant the Chinatown squad would handle it. And they were focused on keeping crime there off the front pages to avoid scaring tourists, and otherwise letting it stay within the neighborhood boundaries, in informal partnership with the Six Companies. 
 
    And with the Tongs, who weren’t bound by tedious legal formalities when it came to maintaining order and suppressing competition with their own quasi-racketeering. 
 
    “—the police told me that Li was found dead in his apartment a few hours ago. Stabbed. He was apparently packing for a trip when it happened.” 
 
    Meaning we can’t interrogate him either. ¡Demonios! I’m getting very tired of being one step behind someone else’s clean-up squad. It’s like following a trail of breadcrumbs behind a flock of demonic sparrows. 
 
    “They bribed him, these mysterious purveyors of treasure, and then killed him so he couldn’t talk when they didn’t need him anymore,” Joan said. “Just as they did business with Chen… and then killed him.” 
 
    Proving that my appraisal of her wits was sound, Luz thought. And that whoever’s on the other end of this is cunning and powerful, but rather… mad. Not just ruthless—I’m ruthless. But éste es un loco with it. 
 
    The Chinese woman’s lips went thin. She looked up and met Luz’s eyes. 
 
    “You intend to go ahead with your search for the source of the… the items?” 
 
    “I do,” Luz said. 
 
    Suddenly Joan Yuen looked remarkably tigress-like herself, and her voice rose: 
 
    “Then when you find these… these…” 
 
    She spat something that sounded like gau si gwan. 
 
    “… then rob them blind! And if you can, kill them! Kill them all!” 
 
    Luz’s smile was an exceedingly cruel expression. 
 
    “Yes, Joan, that eees very much what I had in mind. But I will remember your words when the time comes, rest assured, and I will come and tell you about it if I can.” 
 
    She crossed herself again and said: “Con Dios mi testigo… as God is my witness.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER NINE: 
 
    Black Chamber—San Francisco Station HQ 
 
    San Francisco, California 
 
    October 17th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
   Luz had visited the latest address of the San Francisco station of the Black Chamber before, but only a few times; Midori and Fumiko were actually more familiar with it, which was one reason Fumiko was leading by fifteen feet, and her sister a like distance behind. Also, while San Francisco wasn’t like most towns of its moderate half-million size in America, where an Asian face was rare enough to draw second looks and two so similar even more so, it was still good craft to split them up visually when possible. 
 
    Luz whistled a snatch of a jaunty Celtic air softly as she and Ciara walked arm-in-arm—nobody thought twice about women doing that, or holding hands, though that was a little less common than it had been before the Great War if you were past your early twenties. She was feeling cheerful now despite the lack of sleep; it was bright and sunny and moderately cool, a good day to be alive, and survival hadn’t seemed all that assured last night. Ciara smiled as she recognized the tune, equally cheered by the same thing, despite being more upset by Yuen the elder’s death than Luz had been. 
 
    Nothing like a brush with your own personal inevitable but hopefully-delayed mortality to make everything… vivid… by contrast. And nothing like a knife coming at you with ill intent to make you feel mortal, at least in retrospect! Even that highly unpleasant ptack! sound a bullet makes going by isn’t as… visceral. Now the sun shines brighter by contrast. I’m alive and they’re dead and that’s just the way I like it. 
 
    Luz sang under her breath to the tune she’d whistled: 
 
    
     “Near Banbridge town, in the County Down 
 
     One evening last July 
 
     Down a bóithrín green came a sweet cailín…” 
 
   
 
    “Away with you and your cozening ways!” Ciara said with a nudge, putting on the brogue she could trot out at will. “Cailín yourself!” 
 
    “And she smiled as she passed me by!” 
 
    The HQ was in the middle of a long stretch of cheerfully-colored five-story buildings of stucco and tile over carefully earthquake-proof reinforced concrete frames housing shops and offices, sometimes with apartments above street level. They were all recently built, on a road from the Plan, one that curved along the slope of a hill. They also had a common roofline—a feature the Plan had copied from Baron Haussmann’s rebuilding of Paris half a century ago. Young London plane trees and Monterrey cypresses looked absurdly tiny in their six-foot protective collars of wrought-iron grillwork along the sides of the street and down the median, but would provide greenery and shade over the red-white-and-blue checkerboard of the brick sidewalks eventually, and there were already colorful flowerbeds, something you could have year-round here. 
 
    The sign above the front door of the building they stopped at read FOGTOWN FINE DINING, with the same on plate-glass windows to either side. Through them showed tables and potted palms and flower arrangements and white-aproned waiters moving about. Anyone who liked the posted menu was free to walk in, and would get a solidly well-prepared if unspectacular (by San Francisco’s high standards) meal of pseudo-French dishes or American specialties emphasizing fresh seafood, California vegetables and fruit, or very nice steaks. Plus a few novelties like Louisiana hippo chops or Arizona-Sonoran oryx antelope cutlets, fruits of the game-introduction program and—the best of the selection—excellent pastries. 
 
    You could get those wrapped to go, as well; Fumiko and Midori had raved about the spiced-plum kolaches, an East European confection for which they’d acquired a passionate fondness in Pennsylvania. 
 
    All of it was deliberately overpriced, just enough above normal even by post-war standards to discourage repeat business, without looking too suspicious. You could pay as much as seventy-five cents for a businessman’s lunch of French-style lamb chops, new peas, fried potatoes, fruit salad, coffee and juice. If you added a dozen Bay oysters and a beer, or a slice of fruit pie with ice-cream, it went up to a dollar, which was ten or fifteen cents more than the tab for the same sort of meal even at a really famous spot like the Tadich Grill. 
 
    Most of the apparent scattering of customers were in fact Black Chamber personnel—Clerical Support Section, Technical Section and Codes personnel predominating—going through a solemn farce of payment with coins that circulated endlessly through what was in effect the Station’s in-house dining room. The Chamber’s San Francisco headquarters occupied four of the buildings, with internal connections, and had since their construction last year—the contractor was a Chamber front, though most of the people who worked for them had no idea. 
 
    You could enter the secure areas here, or through several other shops including a bookstore and a haberdasher’s that doubled as outfitter and costumer for missions, or via the service alley to the rear, or through tunnels to places several thousand yards away. 
 
    The architect was probably reading a lot of espionage fiction, Luz thought. But then again, a lot of what we do was originally inspired by fiction. Something has to be imagined before it can be done. 
 
    The shops also functioned as training stages for learning to act a part convincingly. Waiter and cook and checkout clerk were excellent covers for infiltration missions, and learning to eavesdrop on a conversation without being obvious about it was a surprisingly difficult skill. The best way to convincingly seem to be something was actually being it, as Plato had pointed out a very long time ago. 
 
    A set of what her—recently acquired—knowledge said were middling-quality late Qing dynasty Coromandel lacquered screens decorated with carved, incised and painted scenes of mountain views, trees and flowers hid two sets of swinging doors at the rear of the restaurant. One released appetizing odors and waiters with serving trays when it swung open; Luz, Ciara and the Taguchi sisters pushed through the other. 
 
    “Ma’am,” the guard in the utterly plain room within said, or at least the one you could see said, and went on: 
 
    “Codes, please.” 
 
    She gave them, and he checked them with a register that also included photos of their faces. The Federal Bureau of Security’s agents were in the habit of carrying identity cards which said they were FBS agents even when working in the field. 
 
    Roughly like tattooing secret agent or spy on your forehead, Luz thought snidely as the others followed suit. 
 
    Like any Black Chamber operative, she regarded the other secret agency as good enough to handle routine work like running Corrective Labor Colonies, and otherwise just about fit to mow the Black Chamber’s lawn and mop out the washrooms on command. 
 
    And they look at us… and they pout. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss O’Malley, Miss Whelan, Miss Taguchi… and you, Miss Taguchi; get well fast.” 
 
    The inner door opened without any visible intervention. They took an elevator, one with ultra-modern and quite expensive buttons you pressed rather than an operator. An operator would have been cheaper, but they had ears. 
 
    “Well, you’re getting to be recognized,” Luz said to Ciara, and then lilted another snatch of the song she’d quoted outside, The Star of the County Down: 
 
    
     “As she onward sped I shook my head 
 
     And I gazed with a feeling queer…” 
 
   
 
    Ciara snorted a startled laugh and Fumiko groaned softly; that last word had acquired another meaning just lately in some circles, apart from the traditional one of strange. The cream of the jest was that you could use it and most people wouldn’t realize what you were saying… and the ones who suspected couldn’t prove it. 
 
    “Don’t you two ever let up on the spoony?” the undamaged Taguchi sister said. “It’s… it’s so sweet.” 
 
    The inflection showed the word was not meant in a good way. 
 
    “No, Fumiko, we don’t, not by ourselves or around people we trust,” Luz said. “My parents didn’t for twenty-odd years as far as I know, interrupted only by untimely death, so why should we?” 
 
    “My Auntie Treinel and Auntie Colleen are like that too,” Ciara said. “And they’ve been together since the 1880’s. So we’re both just following good examples. And you’re just envious.” 
 
    Fumiko made a small disgusted noise and her sister echoed it and they all laughed as they walked down a corridor of blandly anonymous top-floor offices with frosted-glass windows in their brown varnished wooden frames, a slight scent of ozone and a clatter of typewriters and teletype machines, then through the doors to an open area outside the corner room marked Reiter and Chief of Station—San Francisco-Pacific. 
 
    It was all very much like a business office or the Department of Agriculture, except that everyone was wearing a gun. 
 
    And that there was less noise, even though her hearing was extremely good—this building had much better soundproofing than most. Spies tended to spy on each other too, just by reflex. 
 
    “How’s Consuelo, Jack?” Luz said, shaking the hand of the duty officer in the waiting room outside. 
 
    He’d been chatting with the Station Chief’s formidable-looking secretary at her large and busy but very efficiently-organized desk. He looked about as tired as she felt, but keeping him on for this limited the number of people who knew about the business in Chinatown last night. They weren’t going to discuss it in the open like this, of course. 
 
    “And the kids?” she added. 
 
    Jack Tesson also looked like a prosperous Ohio farmer of remotely Walloon descent with English and German and bits of God-knew-what stirred in—which was what his father had been and his elder brothers still were—somehow dressed in an urban businessman’s conservative suit instead of bib overalls and a straw hat, with Navaho turquoise in his cufflinks. He had an inherited tendency to plumpness not helped by either his wife’s hereditary-strength devotion to features of Sonoran cuisine like deep-frying burritos (and everything else) or his own fondness for cakes. It was held in check by ruthless exercise that left him thick in the arms and shoulders, with a round weathered face, blue eyes and snub nose and brown hair going a little thin in his thirties. 
 
    “Consuelo’s fine but exhausted, of course,” Tesson said. 
 
    Which was only to be expected with boys of six and four and a daughter of nearly two, and only a cleaning lady every second day to help and her nearest blood kin six hundred miles away. Unlike Luz and her family Tesson had only his salary, which was perfectly adequate for a middle-class standard of living—about what a big-city high-school principal earned for someone at his Executive Field Operative rank. But in the post-war world, high-school principals couldn’t afford full-time live-in domestic staff. Not in San Francisco, at least. 
 
    “The little monsters running her ragged?” Luz said sympathetically. 
 
    “With demented ingenuity,” he said, and gave Ciara a friendly handshake. 
 
    The Taguchis were too lowly for a Senior Field Operative to pay much attention to beyond a polite nod. 
 
    “Plus we’re expecting another in April.” 
 
    “Congratulations! The Department of Public Health and Eugenics will bless you,” Luz said sardonically, making a vaguely Papal gesture of benediction. “You two have just reached an efficient citizen’s four, balancing optimum resources for rearing the next generation available to the average couple against sheer quantity.” 
 
    “So have you two.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re quite what the Department had in mind as the average couple.” 
 
    She’d caught their rhetoric quite well. The Department had done wonders for public health; deaths from infectious disease had dropped by half in just the last decade and infant mortality even more, with results still more spectacular in the Mexican Protectorate. But it did tend to think of people the way a factory engineer did drop-presses or turret-lathes. 
 
    “We’ve decided on Theodore if it’s a boy, Luz if it’s a girl. You should be flattered.” 
 
    “I’d be more flattered if Consuelo’s mother hadn’t been named Luz too; and they’ll have to ration new uses of Theodore soon… and Theodora… the way they did food during the war. Now if you were going to name a girl Ciara…” 
 
    “I’m a hard man, but not cruel enough to saddle a girl with a moniker that means she has to explain the pronunciation three times a day.” 
 
    “It only requires an explanation if you’re ignorant, or a Sassenach, which is another way to say the same thing,” Ciara… whose name was pronounced Keera, not Si-ar-a… said. “You should mobilize the family and come visit us again when we’re through with… what we’re doing… Jack. I’ll put up with you to see Consuelo and the darlings once more.” 
 
    “Most definitely,” Tesson said. “Especially if Luz agrees to cook—she’s the only person I’ve ever known who can bake a Belgian Royal chocolate cake that tastes as good as my mother’s.” 
 
    “Now I am flattered. The secret is the cocoa—first quality and not too sweet.” 
 
    He licked his lips a little theatrically. “You two look flourishing. And your orphans, the ones who look more like you and each other with each passing month?” 
 
    “¡Dios Mio, Jack, if you keep showing such uncanny powers of observation—” 
 
    “And deduction!” he said. “Don’t forget that!” 
 
    “—and deduction people will start to suspect you’re a spy!” Luz said with a dry pretense of astonishment. “The girls are flourishing too; and adequately monstrous from time to time.” 
 
    “Monstrous? Devilish! They tickled me awake this morning!” Ciara said feelingly. 
 
    “Vicious, just vicious,” Tesson said with a grin. “I wonder where the poor orphans get it from?” 
 
    “They are orphans of the Great War,” Luz said. “Along with tens of millions of others. And that’s the truth.” 
 
    It even was the truth, if you counted a stray mine—from any of half a dozen navies— 
 
    Or submarine, ditto. 
 
    —sinking a Swedish-flagged merchant liner not far off the Kattegat, while carrying diplomats back to Stockholm in the spring of 1918. She’d been mildly sorry to hear that via naval connections, and hoped it had been quick at least… she’d been getting morning sickness regularly and badly at the time, and silently, unfairly and constantly cursing Charge d’Affairs Sven Lundqvist’s name. 
 
    The Great War may be formally over as of three… nearly four… years ago, but it’s going to go right on killing people for the rest of my life. And it wasn’t Sven’s fault that I was puking in rainbow colors, really. 
 
    And he had been pretty, and gently considerate of Ciara after a few hints, puzzled and even slightly troubled as to why she wanted to repeatedly do something she obviously didn’t much enjoy. 
 
    Which for a male is a wonder and a miracle, Luz thought. Though that story we came up with about Ciara’s husband being my brother, and how I had been engaged to marry her brother, and they died togther, brothers in arms, and we wanted kids who were relations but couldn’t handle the thought of marriage after so much grief… that did soothe him a bit… maybe I should have been a novelist… 
 
    “It’s also true that they’re vastly smarter and better-looking than anyone else’s children,” she said aloud. “Sorry, mi amigo, but those are the plain and obvious facts.” 
 
    “Nonsense. Ours are nonpareils, though I’ll pardon you for parental blindness and admit yours are a good second-best.” 
 
    Ciara sniffed loftily. “Granted we’re biased, and yours are little darlings when not being monstrous to their mother—" 
 
    “Occupational hazard, for mothers,” Tesson said. 
 
    Luz mimed grabbing him by the throat and smashing his head against the wall. 
 
    “—but in fact it’s scientifically demonstrable ours are the best,” Ciara said. “I can show you numbers and graphs and sure, you’ll be beating your own head on your desk in despair at how they exceed all others on the MPS…” 
 
    “Even in the Age of the Acronym that’s a new one!” 
 
    “Moppet Power Scale—everyone knows that,” Ciara said with an airy gesture. 
 
    “There’s a scale?” 
 
    “In this scientific, Progressive era? Of course there’s a scale, Jack—it’s measured in kilomoppets!” 
 
    They grinned at each other; your own children were of course always superior, like your own country, and for much the same reason. 
 
    Ciara went on briskly: “The Station Chief, Jack?” 
 
    “Reiter’s busy right now, but you’re next on the list. We’re in a pother here with el jefe’s visit—” 
 
    The Chamber had originally been a clandestine arm of the Secret Service, formed by his orders even before the Inauguration in 1913; they were still under the President’s direct command and thought of themselves as his personal praetorians first and foremost, his war-band of sworn retainers… 
 
    Or that’s how he thinks of it. Possibly we’re more like his Brute Squad—retail, not wholesale like the military— and gang of Sneaky Petes. 
 
    Until a few years ago they hadn’t officially existed at all, they were still rarely mentioned in public, and their role, budget and modus operandi were absolutely unacknowledged and carefully undefined. 
 
    There were reasons that the Chamber’s motto was: ex umbres, acies—From the Shadows, Steel. 
 
    Besides Uncle Teddy’s love of romantic gesture; he’d coined it. 
 
    Though unofficially it’s ‘Don’t bother Teddy with the details, it’ll just upset him’, Luz thought as Tesson continued: 
 
    “—and rumors that Japanese agents are sniffing around the fleet that’s being sent to Manila to celebrate the inauguration of the new Governor…” 
 
    “Well, of course they are!” Luz said in disgust. “Wouldn’t you be, in their position?” 
 
    Tesson replied with a shrug. “Then they’ll use what they get, and bust a gut imitating and improving it to strengthen their navy.” 
 
    “And we’ll be sniffing around them,” Ciara said. “Some of their technical people are very good, considering how little time they’ve had to catch up. When the Boss was born they were still fighting each other with swords and bows, in armor!” 
 
    “They’re tough and clever and they’re good engineers, I’ll give the little bastards that. And they never stop trying,” Tesson said. 
 
    “So it goes, ‘round and ‘round… They might be running two levels, with the one we know about as a disguise,” Luz said thoughtfully. “Any positive identifications?” 
 
    “Only the usual suspects working out of the West Coast consulates and Tokko fronts, and we’re careful around them.” 
 
    Luz nodded; a spy you knew about was a spy you could lead by the nose. Grabbing them or shutting them down or even making it too obvious you were on to them would just mean the other side sent someone you didn’t know about. 
 
    The sort of thing the FBS do, in other words. 
 
    Of course, you were also never absolutely sure that the other side wasn’t leading you by the nose. Not until it bit you. 
 
    Tesson went on: “Honestly, sometimes I think Akashi and the Tokko—” 
 
    That was part of the Kenpeitai, a Japanese military-civil organization that did what the Black Chamber, the Federal Bureau of Security and the various Military Intelligence services did in the American sphere, or the Imperial Secret Police and Abteilung IIIb in the Greater German Empire. Tokko was short for the espionage-counter-espionage part of it, the Tokubetsu Koto Kenpeitai, or Special Higher Law Soldiers. 
 
    “—don’t believe we can tell one Japanese face from another. It’s insulting, in a way.” 
 
    The Kenpeitai also worked closely with the private underworld of nationalist secret societies—the Black Dragon Society first, but a number of other holy-destiny-of-Japan types as well, which in turn were confusingly also linked with outright gangsters. Who she’d learned were called yakuza in Japan, and had been intricately organized for centuries, which had been interesting but not surprising. 
 
    The Japanese tended to formalize everything. 
 
    “Well, sir,” Fumiko said seriously, “We do look a lot alike. I mean, look at me and Midori here! It’s essential to being part of an inscrutable, faceless, sinister mass. I think that was Secretary of Public Information Croly’s phrasing when describing the Nipponese menace recently.” 
 
    He gave her a sharp glance, but there was nothing but respectful intentness showing on her face. 
 
    “Right now you two don’t look much alike at all,” he said, indicating Midori’s sling and battered-looking countenance with its swellings and purpling bruises and spotting of scabs. “Congratulations to both of you on coming through your first real set-to with flying colors, by the way.” 
 
    “Thank you, Senior Field Operative Tesson,” Midori said. “But after all… duty is heavier than mountains, and death lighter than a feather.” 
 
    This time his sharp glance was followed by a rueful, ironic inclination of the head. That was a quote from the Japanese Imperial Soldiers and Sailors Rescript of 1883, though the thought itself was quintessentially Japanese and much more ancient. 
 
    Then one of Midori’s eyelids drooped. All five of the Black Chamber operatives chuckled. 
 
    The cream of the jest was that they all actually did believe that, and each of them knew that the others did, just as much as any of the Special Higher Law Soldiers. 
 
    If in slightly different terminology. 
 
    “Did you ever get the feeling,” Ciara said, “that the last few years… Germany, Japan… are like fighting a strange version of yourself? Sparring with something you see in one of those funhouse mirrors they have at fairgrounds?” 
 
    “Oh, only two or three times a day, Ciara,” he said, then held up a hand as a light on the secretary’s desk flashed. 
 
    He took the phone she handed him, a plain black bakelite handset. The Chamber had all the latest toys, of course. 
 
    “Yes, she’s here, sir,” he said after a moment. “And her team.” 
 
    He put it down and turned to her: “Ah… Luz, someone’s with the Station Chief you’re not supposed to see. And vice versa.” 
 
    Probably James Cheine, she thought, but of course did not ask. 
 
    Their operations were supposed to be kept in separate compartments, but some overlap was inevitable. Reiter would be tasked with keeping them from treading on each other’s toes without being too obvious about it. 
 
    “Say no more, Jack. We’ll mooch on over to next door and you can send for us when he’s through.” 
 
    The Chamber wasn’t as bad as the Army for hurry up and wait, but it did happen, and you just had to be philosophical about it. Being tired made you cranky, but she’d long ago learned to work when her eyes felt stuffed with sand. 
 
    And having four growing girls has reinforced it, she thought. Though I’m mildly afraid I’ll fall asleep if I sit down too long. 
 
    Even with she and Ciara taking turns responding to night-time calls and nursing when the children were infants there had been spells with no uninterrupted nights for days at a time, until the joint arrival of Susan Zhou and a Department of Public Health and Eugenics-approved enriched evaporated-milk infant formula that satisfied Ciara’s exacting statistical knowledge and extraordinary research skills allowed some rest. 
 
    One of the disconcerting elements of the HQ building—or buildings—was that once you were past the disguising fronts the interior floor plan bore no relation to the exterior facades except where the view from the street through a window was concerned, and that the space was still larger than the actual operations required, having been designed with long-term needs in mind. Right now the large general-purpose chamber they ended up in had benches around the circumference and half of it was occupied with physical-training equipment like weights, gymnastic gear, stationary bicycles, climbing ropes, parallel bars and punching bags, and was currently being used for a class in combatives. Off in another corner a ferret-faced little man she recognized was showing endless if surly patience while teaching young operatives how to pick locks with the aid of half a dozen doors standing by themselves—he’d been a long-term guest of the State of California at Alcatraz before it was taken over by the FBS and the Chamber acquired his services. 
 
    There had been a gymnasium here long enough to acquire a slight but definite smell of sweat and disinfectant and leather. The Chamber had a tradition born of its recent and informal origins of keeping training continuous and tasking anyone available with the knowledge of a given subject as an instructor part-time… and of encouraging operatives to develop as many recondite skills as possible. 
 
    The students sitting on benches and watching—or being used as demonstration-dummies—were all quite young, from their late teens up and none over Ciara’s mid-twenties, and about one-fifth female. That was a change from the earliest days a decade ago, when she’d had to move heaven and earth, plead the dearth of people who could pass for Mexicans convincingly, flaunt her local knowledge… and play mercilessly on her own grief for her murdered parents and Uncle Teddy’s sympathies—to get in herself, and sponsor a few friends. 
 
    Changes for the better. Women are a tradition in the Chamber now. A tradition just one decade old, granted, but you have to start somewhere… 
 
    Even the man acting as instructor was younger than she, something that seemed to be happening more and more, though not by more than a couple of years. As she watched he demonstrated a throw to a young woman with an earnest expression and bobbed blond hair. 
 
    Luz was getting covert glances: there were whispers of O’Malley and Santa Muerte. 
 
    The price of fame, Luz thought. Granted, it’s a particularly private, focused type of fame—Public Information doesn’t let anyone mention my name. They even warned off that motion picture director who had a female spy who looked too much like me and was half-criollo… someone had been talking there who shouldn’t. It would have been hilarious to sit and watch what Hollywood made of my life, but duty first! 
 
    The trainee went thump as she landed on the resilient hard-rubber mat. Luz sighed. 
 
    Duty heavier than mountains… 
 
    “Field Operative?” she said. 
 
    The man stood; the Chamber didn’t brace to attention, but he obviously knew how. 
 
    “Field Operative Mark Soreno, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    He was about five-ten and extremely fit, muscular but not heavy-set; apart from that he was unexceptional, not dark, not fair, an indeterminate face of European stock with his medium-brown hair in a young man’s cut, short at the back and sides and just long enough to comb on top. Cleanshaven, of course; the older generation in the Chamber had sometimes cultivated cowboy-Rough-Rider Teddy-style mustaches during the wild and wooly early days of the Mexican Intervention, but that had faded with the Great War. 
 
    It was actually a good face for an operative because it wasn’t very remarkable. Even his high degree of obvious physical fitness didn’t stand out these days, what with the strenuous life having sunk deep into the national psyche, along with the President’s childhood struggle to build his body being held up as a model by Secretary of Public Information Croly and his minions. 
 
    But there are more ways of cowboying than facial hair… 
 
    “Was that supposed to be full speed, Soreno?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said, looking a little surprised. 
 
    The young woman was getting up, slightly shaken. “You hesitated on the attack,” Luz said to her. 
 
    “I did?” she blurted. 
 
    “Yes. You may fail if you give it everything; you will fail if you flinch and it’ll get you killed. And he went easy on you, which isn’t doing you any favors. You can’t improve if you don’t push yourself.” 
 
    The onlookers were watching her intently, and she went on to them: 
 
    “You can’t practice exactly the way you fight, because there would be death and maiming every session. But you should get as close to that as you can. Training that never produces injuries is training in bad habits. There’s no better teacher than pain—and learning to disregard it. Let me demonstrate. Now, we’ll do the same thing.” 
 
    “Ah… do you want to change, Operative O’Malley?” Soreno asked. 
 
    Luz blinked; she was in her ordinary streetwear for this mission, and everyone in the training party were in rough cotton jackets and trousers, but he appeared to be serious… 
 
    “We’re not soldiers, Operative Soreno,” she said. “Even when we’re tasked to kill someone, we usually don’t get to change into special clothes for it. And mostly our fights are unanticipated—a sign that something’s gone wrong and needs emergency correction. Though if you’re upset at the thought that some of these boys… or girls… will get a thrilling, illicit glimpse of my admittedly extremely flattering and nicely-filled knickers…” 
 
    Is that a blush? ¡Por Dios! It is! Better get over it, chico. This isn’t an occupation for the modest or easily shocked. 
 
    “… I promise not to scream if you don’t faint.” 
 
    “No, of course not, Operative O’Malley,” he said. 
 
    She’d just in effect called him a Victorian, which was very, very out of fashion these days. The Party had its own streak of grim Puritanism, but it was about different things than their grandparents’ version… or that of the man they venerated in many ways and called el jefe, who most certainly was a Victorian in that sense. 
 
    Luz turned back to the trainee. “Now come at me. Full speed, try to kill me. You won’t, but make me work for it.” 
 
    It was surprisingly awkward to attack someone who simply stood and calmly waited. The trainee shuffled closer… and then swung a fist at her throat, hard and fast. 
 
    She telegraphed it, a narrowing of the eyes and shift of balance, but she didn’t hesitate this time or pull the punch, and in itself it was quite quick—there wasn’t anything wrong with the girl’s reflexes. 
 
    I will now demonstrate why fighting someone who knows their business makes a novice look slow even if they aren’t. 
 
    Knowing what was coming gave you an extra second. Luz was already turning in place, relaxing her right knee and letting gravity sway her aside and back as the fist began to move. It went by four inches from her neck; as it did she grabbed the sleeve just above the elbow with her left, pulled sharply in the direction of travel, slammed the heel of her own right hand into the other’s armpit at the same instant, then turned her hips, twisted, bent and heaved as she felt the young woman’s body lurch into contact. 
 
    She flew into the air with a startled squawk. Luz clamped her hands on the other’s torso and pushed with nicely calculated force. 
 
    The thump was much louder this time. 
 
    Silence fell, broken only by the trainee’s gasps as she tried to restart her lungs. 
 
    “Now that—” Luz said, leaning over when the younger woman’s eyes refocused “— was better. Much better. You really threw yourself into it. That would have killed me if I hadn’t done anything. And the punch itself was fast. What did you do wrong?” 
 
    A shake of the head and a wince. “You were too fast for me?” 
 
    “No. You telegraphed it. That gave me the time to do the counter at my leisure, and that makes it look quicker, the same way it makes it look as if you’re cooperating with me. Try practicing in front of a mirror. You should be able to surprise yourself.” 
 
    She gave the trainee a hand up and she staggered back to her place on the bench with a tentative smile. 
 
    “What would I have done differently if that was the real thing?” Luz asked of the group. 
 
    A hand went up, and she nodded the young man. “Broken Jilly’s back across your knee, or at least kept a hold on her arm and used the torque to dislocate or break it,” he said. 
 
    “Absolutamente,” Luz said, and then pointed at Soreno. “Now, could I have done that to him? Would I have picked that counter?” 
 
    There were frowns. Luz went on: “Field operative, you’re, what, five foot ten and about a hundred and seventy-five, a hundred and eighty pounds?” 
 
    “Almost exactly, ma’am,” Soreno said, blinking. “Five ten and a quarter, a hundred and seventy-eight.” 
 
    Luz nodded. “I’m five-six and one-forty. I’m very strong for my size, and very quick. But there’s always someone bigger and stronger and just as quick… for everyone.” 
 
    Turning to the trainees she continued: “Doing what I just did with him would be a gamble, and I don’t gamble if I can avoid it. Last night there was a fight—not totally unanticipated but still not what we wanted—” 
 
    Eyes swiveled towards Midori, with her sling and bruised face. Her own eyes went a little wider, as she realized a little of the fame of Our Lady of Holy Death was now rubbing off on her. 
 
    “… and one of the participants… fortunately not a hostile… was about six foot, two-fifty, not one ounce of it fat, very fast, and very well-trained in combatives. He died—surprise and a knife. So how would I deal with Operative Soreno here? I’d shoot him, of course, if I could, at a considerable distance.” 
 
    “Like Villa,” someone murmured. 
 
    Luz smiled thinly—Villa was still a happy memory of revenge fulfilled and tracking him down when the Army couldn’t was one of the Chamber’s founding legends. The no business for a woman carping had died down to a background mutter after that. 
 
    “No, I shot Villa’s horse,” she said. “We wanted him alive to squeeze. And not at eight hundred yards or more; that’s a Chamber tall tale. It was five hundred, and I was using a good ‘scope, a Sharpshooter with a picked free-floating barrel, selected ammunition and it was high up—thin clear air, no wind. I did shoot his four bodyguards with the rest of the rounds in the magazine, though… and none of them got closer than two hundred yards even when they’d spotted the muzzle flash. 
 
    “If I couldn’t shoot Operative Soreno, I’d knife him; that’s how the very large, strong, skilled gentleman I mentioned met his end last night. He took the man with the knife with him, I might add.” 
 
    “What to do if you don’t have a weapon, ma’am?” the young woman she’d used to demonstrate the throw said. 
 
    “I’m glad you asked that. The answer is… that every encounter is unique and you have to use circumstances and what’s available. For example, late in the war, I and Senior Field Operative Whelan—" 
 
    She nodded to Ciara. 
 
    “—who is my usual partner on operations, were on an infiltration mission in… a large German city. Operative Whelan was tasked with getting some… valuable technical information. We’d infiltrated a German factory disguised as French forced laborers… cleaning ladies, in effect… and carrying weapons was out of the question. A snitch planted in the working party snuck off to report us; I spotted that, followed, and disposed of the snitch… no great difficulty… but she’d gotten a message through to her handler, a gentleman of what was then the Preußische Geheimpolizei.” 
 
    Everyone nodded; these days it was the Kaiserliche Geheimpolizei, the Imperial rather than Prussian Secret Police, and stood to Abteilung IIIb of the Supreme General Staff—the Military Intelligence espionage service—rather as the FBS did to the Black Chamber. Everyone studied it, in training and through mentors with direct experience. 
 
    Ones that had survived the experience. 
 
    “Fortunately for me, he wanted the kudos for capturing the wicked Yankee Spionin himself, and came down to do so rather than sounding the alarm and putting the plant on immediate lockdown. Which is a lesson in itself: don’t be a glory-hound and don’t underestimate the opposition because of the position in which they urinate. So, there I was, unarmed and expecting a secret policeman, who would be armed. I couldn’t run, since Operative Whelan was still getting the technical information. My only advantage was privacy, since nobody was in those offices that early in the morning. What to do?” 
 
    “Hit him with a chair?” the blonde she’d slammed into the ground said. 
 
    “No, but you’re on the right track. I was in persona as a cleaning lady… so I had a bucket of soapy water and a mop. I pulled back the rug and soaped up the patch in front of the office door…” 
 
    That brought smiles, which died as she continued: 
 
    “…after hiding the body of the snitch under the desk. So enters the secret policeman—a man about Operative Solano’s age, say three inches shorter, but about the same weight, a veteran German Frontschwein before he went into secret-police work and built like a bull—I learned later he was an amateur wrestler and boxer.” 
 
    “Learned how?” the young woman said. 
 
    “Documents I found on his body,” Luz said dryly, and the trainee swallowed. 
 
    She continued: 
 
    “He stops on the soapy spot just inside the door, starts to ask me where his snitch is, and then recognizes me from a printed description… quite acute of him. At that point he does what he should have done before entering the room, and goes for his pistol in a shoulder-holster. What to do? At close range, remember this: you can sometimes back off from a knife, but it’s nearly always pointless with a gun. With a gun, attack immediately.” 
 
    She turned to Solano: “You’re the subject. Go for your gun, full-speed.” 
 
    Solano was right-handed: he went for an imaginary shoulder-holster, which was standard-issue equipment in the Chamber. Luz was wearing one right now, in fact, of a variety developed for women a few years ago. 
 
    She stepped in close, planted her left palm under his gun-arm just above the elbow and shoved up and with the direction of the arm’s movement as it reached across his body. That sent him off-balance, and everyone could see it would have been worse if the floor had been covered in soapsuds. 
 
    “Hold that position, Operative. Now,” she went on to the trainees, “—men often expect a knee to the crotch in a fight. You’re wearing a cup?” 
 
    He nodded, and she went on: “Keep this slow.” 
 
    She mimed a knee-strike, and Solano twisted and caught it neatly on his thigh, the standard counter. 
 
    “As you were. What they usually don’t expect is this.” 
 
    She mimed a blow with her hand, one that would have sent the heel of the palm hammering into the pubic bone, then a full-handed clutch at the testicles, making a fist, and wrenching backward and twisting at the same time. Every male present winced, and some of the women looked a little queasy too. 
 
    “I believe it’s actually specifically forbidden in the Talmud, somewhere. Far older set of rules than the Marquess of Queensbury,” she said to a chuckle. “Reaction, please.” 
 
    Solano—accurately—jackknifed and held a bent-over posture. 
 
    “I was chancing a scream, but his throat seized up with the shock, which was the more likely outcome. Then I—" 
 
    She brought her hands up high, and then slapped them down and in, stiffening her arms just before the motion would have smacked her cupped palms over his ears, hard. 
 
    “Now, that’s tricky—you have to get the synchronization exactly right with a double strike. But not only is it extremely painful—as bad as a stab to the kidney—it destroys the inner ear mechanisms and hence the sense of balance. He straightened up—" 
 
    Solano did, and she mimed gouging her paired thumbs into his eyes in a scooping motion starting at the inner corners. 
 
    “— then fell over.” 
 
    He did so with commendable realism. 
 
    “And I stamped on his throat.” 
 
    She did, halting the heel just touching his Adams’ apple, and with it came a flash of memory, just the sensation—rather like stamping on a bunch of celery wrapped in a pounded-veal cutlet, and the convulsive choking as the German strangled on his own blood and swollen tissues. Not the most pleasant memory… though you didn’t show that, of course. 
 
    “Cripple first, then kill. It’s much easier to kill a cripple, and there are more ways to cripple than to kill safely; for example, a blind man with no balance is extremely vulnerable. The whole thing took about thirty seconds, including his entry and looking at my face. Then I had time—just—to dump both the bodies in a housekeeper’s cart and hide them in a supply closet behind mimeograph liquid and soap and floor-wax without anyone noticing anything but an invisible laborer doing her work, which in turn let us make our exit with the information.” 
 
    She stepped back and Solano rose. “So you see, your combatives training gives you a set of building-blocks that lock together in any number of different ways. Every instance when you use it will be unique and require a different configuration, chosen instantly. Oh, and one more thing.” 
 
    Luz turned to Solano. “You are wearing a cup? All right, come at me. Full speed, try for a capture hold.” 
 
    He did, wary and fast but confident, shuffling flat-footed; he’d seen that he was about as quick as she, and he did have the advantage of weight and reach. 
 
    She turned and ducked and then lashed out with her right foot. It was relatively easy because he was expecting the kick and planned to counterattack after stopping it, when she was committed and off-balance. 
 
    Instead it slammed home… into the big muscle at the midpoint of the thigh, missing the neatly-executed crossed-forearm block he’d made to protect his crotch. The steel toecap concealed in her shoe hit with paralyzing force, and Solano’s graceful movement turned to a squawking collapse. 
 
    “Which brings us to misdirection, leading to anticipation,” Luz said with a friendly grin, offering him a hand. “Another thing that makes you effectively extra-fast.” 
 
    He came upright, shaking his head ruefully as he tried to put weight on the leg and winced. The muscle would unknot in an hour or so, the bruise would fade in a week or ten days, and until then he’d limp. 
 
    And that pain may save your life someday, she thought, giving him a cool glance as he swore under his breath. 
 
    They nodded in mutual acknowledgment of the point before she continued to the youngsters: 
 
    “I asked Field Operative Soreno about his protective gear twice. He should have been suspicious of something so obvious. We’re spies, boys and girls. We’re supposed to be deceptive and sneaky… and penetrating other people’s deceptions is just as important as you deceiving them.” 
 
    Soreno smiled—and winced—and joined the general chuckle in a pained sort of way. 
 
    “So remember… misdirect, improvise, surprise. And while self-confidence is essential, arrogance is fatal. Soldiers can be boars and lions, or a pack of wolves. We’re ferrets… weasels… stoats.” 
 
    She smiled thinly. “Mink if we’re pretty enough. Lurking in shadows and darkness, vicious and quick and cunning, striking without warning and vanishing.” 
 
    Reiter’s secretary had come up, and now she cleared her throat. “The Station Chief will see you now, Executive Field Operative.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER TEN: 
 
    Black Chamber— San Francisco Station HQ 
 
    San Francisco, California 
 
    October 16th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
      
 
   An hour later Luz looked down at the bodies of the seven dead daggermen. They were laid out on the usual type of big file-drawers arrangement, now pulled out of their refrigerated cabinets. The dark grey metal was stark against the white-tile sterility of the room and the brightness of electric light behind frosted glass globes in the ceiling, and the doctors’ reports were neatly hung on the ends, near the feet of the corpses. Besides the bank of twenty corpse-cabinets the room held glass-fronted cupboards of various chemicals and surgical tools, sinks, worktables with microscopes and other equipment, and several autopsy tables of ultra-modern scrubbable stainless steel further down, with their own overhead lights and prominent drains below for flushing any detritus. There was even an X-ray machine in an alcove at the back, and desks where reports could be written up. 
 
    The place was chilly too, and had a slight stale strong-soap-disinfectant-and-meat-locker smell and a background hum from the refrigeration unit. That didn’t surprise Luz because it wasn’t the first morgue she’d visited by a very long way, and some had been much worse and far more improvised. She waved aside the small jar of Vicks the morgue attendant offered, but Ciara and the Taguchis took some and brushed a little under their nostrils. 
 
    “We’ll call you when we need you,” Luz said to him. 
 
    He looked unhappy, but left with a silent nod. 
 
    The other man present—his handler waited outside the door so that he wouldn’t hear anything he didn’t need to know—was an academic-looking one of obvious Japanese ancestry in a suit, jug-eared and rather homely behind thick glasses. He had the slightly baffled air of someone who’d been blindfolded and brought in through a tunnel and who had no idea where he was except that it was… probably… underground. 
 
    Luz knew him, though the reverse was not necessarily true; in fact, she’d taken some of his classes at Stanford, where his specialty was economics but where he also doubled as the closest thing available to an expert in Japanese history and literature. That would change soon, but for now Ichihashi would have to do. 
 
    The poor professor would be a perfect agent, as far as his looks go, Luz thought. Totally inconspicuous, in places where Japanese are common. What was that Yiddish word Rosa Baumgartner used? Nebbish? 
 
    The main difference between this and an ordinary morgue was that the eyes of the bodies had been left open, for information’s sake, and that there were no modesty towels when visitors were present. 
 
    “Well, I think we can rule out Turks,” Fumiko said; none of the dead men was circumcised. 
 
    The professor swallowed and blanched slightly at the sight of the ones disassembled by Susan Zhou’s hook-swords and rough-sorted back into the semblance of human beings, and then his eyes flicked to the others—stab-wounds, knife-slashes, bullets that left exit wounds the size of a child’s fist or smashed joints into balls of bone-splinters and snapped tendon, a head turned until it was looking in a way that was contrary to the usual limits of necks. 
 
    That was the Yuen bodyguard, Luz thought. And good for him. May he pass through the Courts of Diyu swiftly and easily. 
 
    She ignored the dismemberment-and-gaping-dehydration-shrunken-wounds part of it herself: she’d killed more than one of them herself, after all. And she’d seen and smelled her first dead body in passing over twenty years ago—lying in a gutter in Vera Cruz and partly eaten overnight by rats and the huge tropical roaches swarming about, nothing out of the ordinary in Mexico in those days. That had been the same year her father went to Cuba with the Rough Riders. 
 
    What was important was what they were, which remained a mystery. 
 
    None of them had been carrying anything unusual except several sets of middling-good forged identity papers and their daggers… and those were kinzhals, double-edged weapons of a type common from the Crimea to China, remarkable only because they were recently made, and the contrast between very good steel and craftsmanship and absolute lack of fancywork or ornament. They’d paid in American currency for anonymous cheap rooms on the Barbary Coast or in Chinatown or in sailors’ hostels for as far back as they could be traced. 
 
    So far, Luz thought. Early days yet. 
 
    A few of them had spoken bad English, and they’d eaten in cheap restaurants in poor districts in silence—Chinese food, mostly—or ordered the same thing to go. Since they didn’t make trouble, or get drunk and look like easy marks to be rolled and didn’t respond to come-ons from hookers, nobody had given them a second glance in this seaport city of transients, immigrants and sailors. Their clothing had been local, bought second-hand here in San Francisco and inconspicuously drab and well-worn… exactly what not particularly successful laborers would wear. 
 
    So, for mad assassins, they were not bad at all when it came to being inconspicuous. Hmmm. A couple of them look Chinese. This pair look like some other variety of East Asian… but not Japanese. They have distinctive haircuts like that one Susan unmasked after he killed himself. And these three look European to me… hard to say from where. That one’s the first I saw, the man who landed on Midori, the one she and I killed; pale grey eyes. Well, solamente one pale grey eye now. Pink where he’s not weathered, ash-blond hair… not circumcised as Fumiko said, which rules out an Uyghur. 
 
    Individuals from Chinese Turkistan could look like Han or Europeans or anything in between, from what she’d been able to find out. There was probably an interesting history behind that, but nobody knew much about them, and what was known came from explorers like Sven Hedin and Roy Andrews. All their men had that operation, though. 
 
    Central or Eastern European most likely—sharp features, high cheekbones. Bristle-cut hair, vaguely military—but a lot of men all over the world have acquired that habit in the last decade. Igualmente the battle scars. 
 
    “You are Professor Ichihashi, sir?” Luz said to the scholar, after about thirty seconds, just enough for him to become a little more anxious. 
 
    She said it in Japanese and he nodded warily; it went along with giving him a precisely calculated bow. 
 
    Both were nicely calculated: on one level it was a complement to use his birth-tongue and Japanese gestures, while on another it was a warning not to try to put anything over on her. In her experience, which had expanded considerably over the past few years, a fair number of people from East Asia assumed Westerners were a bit thick and could be fooled with a little flattery and misdirection; for example, from the records Ichihashi had played former Chancellor Jordan of Stanford University like a violin for decades. Jordan’s file with the Chamber was much bigger than Ichihashi’s, but that was plain enough. 
 
    He was less likely to try any funny business if she showed she spoke Japanese well, a rare accomplishment for white Americans. Ichihashi would already be afraid, but that was not quite the same thing as respect, though the two were related. There were times when you had to be subtle, when you wanted precise control over someone. It was relatively easy to make someone dig a ditch. Your average dimwitted brute could handle it perfectly— 
 
    Which is why the FBS handles the corrective labor colonies, she thought snidely. 
 
    —but it was much harder to make someone think effectively. 
 
    “O-genki desu ka,” she said, a formal greeting that acknowledged his status as a scholar and elder and went on: “Thank you very much for your cooperation in this matter.” 
 
    In fact he’d had no choice in the matter at all; even less than an ordinary American professor whose help the Chamber needed. He was the first man of Asian origin to hold a professorship at Stanford, though Japanese students had been common there since the university opened its doors a few months before she was born, and he was also a close protégé-friend of David Starr Jordan, the university’s founding President and current Chancellor-emeritus. Despite that, and his degree from Stanford (and doctorate from Harvard) his position right now was fairly precarious. 
 
    He’d come to America at the age of sixteen, and was still legally a Japanese subject… and a shokutaku—contract employee—of the Japanese Foreign Ministry, which made him a quasi-diplomat but without immunity and someone the Japanese government was known to consult on American matters. 
 
    His patron Jordan was a Party member in good standing and of some influence, a leading light in the eugenics movement—he admired the Japanese and had what Luz considered a truly demented theory that they were really Nordics, via the Ainu, and hence superior to other Asians. 
 
    As opposed to the general Japanese theory that they’re just superior to everybody because Japan is the Land of the Gods. 
 
    But Uncle Teddy had never liked him, not least because he was a pacifist and had vocally opposed America’s entry into the Great War before the thwarted V-gas attack silenced doubters. In Jordan’s case he’d only finally shut up about it because the Chamber had dug up and quietly threatened to have Public Information ballyhoo some very interesting dirt on his role in covering up the murder of Leland Stanford’s widow in 1905, an event upon which the university’s endowment had turned. 
 
    Still, as the saying goes, even if you might have to kill a man someday it costs nothing to be polite in the meantime, Luz thought, as Ichihashi’s eyes widened at her command of the language. And the professor here is a valuable source in certain contexts. His classes definitely helped with my command of written Japanese. 
 
    “We’re trying to identify these men, former-born,” she said, using the honorific used to address teachers. 
 
    His eyes narrowed again as he concentrated on her face and recovered equilibrium, and she guessed it was in recognition. 
 
    No, he’s nobody’s fool. Which is why we’re giving him no context, apart and aside from the fact that he doesn’t need it to do what we want him to do. He’ll leave with no idea where he’s been, too… though he’ll guess who we are. 
 
    “Are you not one of my former students, fujin?” he said. 
 
    That was about as polite a form of address as was possible, given their respective ages and genders. 
 
    “Yes, sensei. I must profoundly apologize that our previous acquaintance was… under somewhat fictitious circumstances, but my duties required it.” 
 
    “No matter, no matter, of course public duty comes first. And your accent has improved greatly, if I recall correctly, not nearly so rustic and southern. That shows commendable application, though speaking Nihongo at all here…” 
 
    He shrugged and smiled ruefully to acknowledge its rarity. Ichihashi’s own Japanese was pellucidly upper-class of a Tokyo variety. His file said his family had been samurai, hereditary retainers of the ruling Tokugawa clan before the Restoration, whose only view of the likes of the Taguchi family would have been of the tops of their heads as they knelt beside the road with their foreheads in the dirt. 
 
    “Anata wa taiso goshin-setsu desu, sensi,” she murmured modestly with downcast eyes and a slight smile. “You are far too kind, honored teacher.” 
 
    She was conscious that Fumiko and Midori were torn between appreciation of how she’d absorbed their lessons and American-born eye-rolling Yankee impatience with this old-country folderol, and hid an actual smile. You’d have to have known them from childhood to interpret those clues. 
 
    “I am most happy to assist… the authorities,” he went on. 
 
    Authorities was usefully vague. He had to know it was the Black Chamber specifically at this point even if nothing explicit had been said: the FBS had a much blunter style, more like the police. Or what the police would be like if they had a piece of artillery pointed at your head and permission to pull the lanyard if displeased. 
 
    “I am afraid that I have not been able to identify this,” he said, holding out a piece of paper. “Your… emissary approached me with it in my office early today.” 
 
    She read it and blinked. This was the transcription of the phrase the assassin she’d shot in the foot had used just before he killed himself. 
 
    And if I didn’t already know, I couldn’t identify this as what I said myself, she thought with disgust. This is what comes of being pushed for time. Then you lose time because you have to fix what was done wrong because you had no time. 
 
    She’d given it over the telephone and obviously the person on the other end had lacked her ear, her ability to hear an unfamiliar sound, lock it into memory, and shape her own tongue around it. Partly that was native talent, and she thought partly a matter of growing up in two languages and learning more later. 
 
    A baby can hear any sound in any language, and make it back at you—now that I’ve raised four in four languages, I know that. I’ve kept some of that myself, but most people seem to lose the capacity as toddlers. 
 
    Aloud she clarified, running that moment in the darkened alley through her mind again: 
 
    “I’m afraid this isn’t a very good transcription. The actual sounds were more like… Ikh khaany tölöö!” 
 
    Whatever the language was, it had back-of-the-throat gutturals and long vowel-sounds, a sort of spitty throat-clearing hissing tone. 
 
    “Hai!” he said, frowning in concentration, a word which could mean either yes or that’s it. 
 
    Then he nodded crisply, once more a scholar rather than a man in the hands of people who could do virtually anything they wanted to him. Which had been one point of her efforts at reassurance. 
 
    “Again, please?” 
 
    She repeated it, and several more times as he prompted; on the second try Ichihashi pulled out a pad and mechanical pencil and wrote, in Japanese script—she wasn’t familiar enough with that yet to read it upside down, the way she could with several languages written in the Latin alphabet. 
 
    “I do not speak that language, but…” Ichihashi said, after several minutes of looking at what he’d written and doing alternative versions and checking back with her on the pronunciation. 
 
    “But, sensi?” she said. 
 
    “But I think I recognize it at least—from a history I read during a stay in Tokyo visiting family members. An account of the invasion of Japan in Kublai Khan’s time, the one that was destroyed by the kamikaze, the Divine Wind. An account that has never been translated and exists only in a very old woodblock print, but which contains a transcription of that phrase in Japanese script.” 
 
    “In hiragana, sensi?” she said, naming the phonetic part of the complex and cumbersome Japanese writing system. 
 
    “Yes, of course. It is Mongol, old Mongol, and means: For the Great Khan! A battle-cry, you understand; the Great Khan was the supreme ruler, the overlord of all Mongols—and Lord of All Under Heaven, Universal Ruler, in their belief and by aspiration.” 
 
    “As in Genghis Khan, teacher?” Luz asked. 
 
    “Kublai was his grandson, the Mongol ruler who finally conquered all of China: he and his successors made up the Yuan dynasty, but the cry reaches back to Temujin’s time… to Genghis Khan, you would say. And after that reminded me, I recalled having seen hair done in the way some of these men are wearing it—" 
 
    He pointed to the pair of Asians Luz had classified mentally as probably not Chinese. 
 
    “—in drawings of that period… drawings of Mongols. Of the Great Khan’s guardsmen,” he added, in full professorial-lecture mode. 
 
    Then Ichihashi shrugged in a way that revealed his body language was as much American as anything. 
 
    “I cannot say who the others are, except that those two look like Chinamen to me.” 
 
    Speaking Japanese, he called them Shinajin, the politer-but-not-really-very-polite identifier rather than the traditional and grossly insulting Chankoro. But not Han, which was what Chinese people usually called themselves. 
 
    “From northern China, perhaps?” he continued. “They do not look Cantonese or Fujianese, like most of the ones in California. I can say nothing of any use about the three white men.” 
 
    For that last he said Gaijin, which was as close to a neutral term for someone who wasn’t Japanese as you could get in Nihongo; it meant literally outsider person, and was currently how they referred to whites among themselves. On the other hand as early as seven hundred years ago in the Heike Monogatari, the ‘Tale of the Heike’, which she had finally read last year and vastly enjoyed, gaijin had also meant simply ‘hostiles’ or ‘the enemy’. 
 
    “Osoreirimasu, sensi,” Luz said. 
 
    Which was a very polite thank-you combined with a quasi-apology for putting someone to trouble. 
 
    “No trouble at all, Miss,” Ichihashi said… in English, which he spoke with the same educated-Californian variety of General American that Luz did, and they both murmured polite formulas and bowed before he left. 
 
    “Ah so desu ka,” Luz said slowly. 
 
    With ironic intent when she thought of it. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Ciara said, which meant about the same thing in English. 
 
    Luz also used the Japanese verbal placeholder because she’d been thinking in Nihongo and it took a few moments to change, rather like throwing a light-switch in her head and a lamp gradually coming on. Most of the time Luz thought— conducted her internal monologue— in a sentence-by-sentence or word-by-word mix of English and Spanish, and had as far back as she could remember. It meant she had to make a slight but definite mental effort not to drop chunks of Spanish into English or vice versa when she spoke her thoughts aloud, though she didn’t have that problem with the tongues she was a little less at home with. 
 
    “Vaya, vaya, vaya,” Midori added, completing the trifecta with the Spanish version. 
 
    Luz thought Fumiko muttered who you calling ah-so-le under her breath in a put-on Japanese accent, but that was pardonable with nobody else listening. And even rather clever—there weren’t enough people who spoke both Nihongo and English yet for bilingual puns to be very common. 
 
    “We really should have a lot more American academics studying East Asia,” Ciara said. “Languages, history, art, politics… all of it. It would add depth to what we do in the Chamber now that the Pacific is becoming so much more important. There are thousands studying Germany and Europe and plenty who went to German universities before the war.” 
 
    “I understand that’s in hand as part of the general expansion of higher education,” Luz said. “So, two of them were Mongols, and one thought he was killing himself for the Great Khan, whoever the hell he is. Ideas?” 
 
    “Get Susan in to take a look at the pair that are probably Chinese?” Midori said. 
 
    “Yes,” Luz said. “But I doubt she’ll be able to say more than our friend from Stanford did. It’s a very big country, China. Determining that someone is a member of a group comprising one quarter of the human race doesn’t narrow things down a lot.” 
 
    Ciara was frowning. “I… may be able to help with the white men.” 
 
    She went over to the attendant’s station, and rummaged through his equipment cabinets. 
 
    “Aha!” she said, holding up a pair of large calipers. “I was reading the Journal of Physical Anthropology on a project they have for Public Health, identifying people’s ancestry in Europe by the ratios of their skulls and faces.  I don’t think it’s as ironclad as they seem to think—they over-generalize from hypotheticals—but it might be some help.” 
 
    She went to work. After a few moments she said: 
 
    “The cephalic index for all the white men is between 82 and 86.” 
 
    “Which means?” Luz asked. 
 
    “Brachycephalic… broad-headed.” 
 
    “Bullet-headed,” Fumiko said helpfully. “If you’re being literal and not metaphorical.” 
 
    “Bullet-footed, in one case,” Midori said. “But that’s our talkative and monarchistic probably-Mongol. Outer Mongolia! People do move these days, don’t they?” 
 
    “Or Inner Mongolia, sis,” Fumiko said. “Still lots of Mongols there, along with the Chinese.” 
 
    Ciara nodded absently; irony often flew over her head when she was concentrating. 
 
    “That number means that they’re probably not English, Swedish, Norwegian, or Danish,” she said. “Or Italian or Spanish, for that matter… unless they’re Basques or from the northernmost part of Italy. On the other hand, it also means they could be French, German, Swiss, Polish or Russian… or a whole bunch of others. Or Americans of those backgrounds! Hmmm. Let me do the faces now.” 
 
    That took a little longer; Luz suspected it would have taken her longer still herself, because she’d have had to do the math on paper. Ciara had a momentary intent look when she was calculating something mentally, and there were flashes of it now. 
 
    “All right… If I had to guess, with nothing more to go on, I’d say German, or Polish, or Russian—and if German, from east of the Elbe. But that’s a probability, not a certainty. I mean, they could be from Normandy!” 
 
    “Though Normandy is full of German settlers now,” Fumiko pointed out. “And Polish and Russian and Romanian laborers shoveling their manure and trying to earn the status of third-rate probationary Germans.” 
 
    “So their kids can become second-rate probationary Germans,” her sister said. 
 
    Fumiko added: “So their grandkids at the turn of the century can ascend to the exalted status of actual Germans… very poor Germans working as farmhands, granted.” 
 
    “But still, think of the glory of it.” 
 
    “Though swilling lager from large decorated steins and shouting Hoch der Kaiser with every second breath won’t alter the shape of their bullet heads, will it, Ciara?” 
 
    “No, it won’t, and I meant born there in Normandy twenty-odd years ago,” Ciara said seriously, frowning. “Three is a small sample, but it means something… a bit… that they’re so close to each other. That they’re quite likely to all come from the same ethnic group, at least.” 
 
    She blew out her lips, a sound she made when frustrated. 
 
    “That was my guess too, querida,” Luz said, with a nod of thanks; she’d spent much more time in Europe than anyone else here and had an intuitive sense for who was what and from where. “That they were Slavs, in fact… but I didn’t say so because it’s important not to get tied too hard to one theory without conclusive proof. It can make you likely to misinterpret new clues.” 
 
    “This—" Ciara waved the calipers “—is so inexact! Physical anthropology is the way medicine was before Semmelweis and Pasteur! Even Mendel was working backward from… from symptoms! What we need is to find the molecular basis, the way the germ plasm carries information, the blueprint. I’m so glad electromagnetics is what I like to study most; at least there we’ve got mathematical descriptions and the physicists are starting to get at things on the atomic level.” 
 
    Luz nodded and went on: “I don’t think they were born in America, either—there’s something about the way the language you grow up speaking shapes your face, but that’s just a gut feeling.” 
 
    Ciara snorted. “And all this anthropological research will be futile soon anyway, Fumiko, as you said—the way people are getting… shuffled around… over there. And here, for that matter.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and the attendant stuck his head through. 
 
    “Ma’am, the gentlemen from the San Francisco Police Department are here,” he said. 
 
    “Right on time. Please, send them in,” Luz said. And then to the Taguchi sisters: 
 
    “Fumiko, Midori, strictly observer mode for this next bit. Watch, listen and learn. You won’t be able to deal with local police precisely the way I do, but you can adapt what you see.” 
 
    “Susan says the locals call this Inspector Manion Mau Yee, the rat-catching cat,” Midori said thoughtfully as they stepped back. 
 
    There were two of the SFPD’s finest. One was a pug-faced six-footer in his forties wearing a moderately good blue suit, slightly heavyset but heavy-muscled too in a non-gymnasium way with brawler’s shoulders and tell-tale scars on the knuckles of hands that would make fists the size of small hams. The other was about the same height but twenty years younger, with cropped dark-red hair and freckles, sporting a bow-tie and in a showy but slightly cheap tweed outfit—Luz automatically classified it as nineteen or twenty dollars when bought off the rack—cut closer to the body in the modern style. 
 
    Which he could carry off, being much slimmer and almost certainly a Great War veteran; recent styles favored men in good condition. The elder wore laced ankle-boots and the hat in his hand was a conservative homburg. The younger had brown Oxfords that came to near-points with decorative piercings, fawn spats with imitation-pearl buttons, and held a natty snap-brim fedora of grey felt with a wide black band and flat bow. 
 
    Which makes me less easy about liking fedoras myself, if this walking monument to bad taste does too. 
 
    Both were wearing shoulder-holsters too, of course, though a lot of civilians did these days as well. 
 
    “Inspector Manion?” Luz said. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    The head of the Chinatown squad was probably surprised to be in a room… or morgue… full of women, but had an excellent poker face. His younger companion did a slight covert double-take, but recovered quickly. 
 
    She didn’t introduce herself, and they didn’t expect her to. The SFPD had worked with the Chamber before and knew the rules, which ran along ask no questions, get no lies lines. She and Manion shook hands, and she gave a carefully calculated squeeze; she thought his eyes narrowed at that, and at the feel of her calluses. If he was sharp enough it would let him deduce she was an actual field operative, not a clerk or medical technician. 
 
    “Yeah, ma’am, Jack Manion,” the older man said, in neutral General American of a Californian variety but from a social grade well below hers. “Heading up the Chinatown squad last two years. This beanpole here is Detective Patrick O’Malley, a beat cop until last year. But he learns fast.” 
 
    Luz shook hands with the younger man too, and Ciara followed suit with both, keeping her expression neutral; so did the Taguchis. 
 
    “We may be relations, Detective,” Luz said to the younger policeman with a slight smile. “I have O’Malleys among my ancestors.” 
 
    “You’re Irish, ma’am?” he asked in surprise; she certainly didn’t look it to the casual eye. 
 
    “Pure-bred American mutt, as the President likes to say, but Irish on my father’s side, God rest his soul,” she replied, and crossed herself; Ciara and the two detectives followed suit. “Out of County Mayo in the Famine years, then Boston, then California.” 
 
    “Boston-Irish for me as well,” Ciara said. “And on both sides!” 
 
    That didn’t surprise either of the policemen, but then it was what just about anyone in America would have guessed from her face and coloring, much less big-city cops necessarily intimately familiar with the varieties of Irish mug even when they didn’t see one in the mirror when they shaved. 
 
    Luz thought Manion relaxed slightly, and she was fairly sure Detective O’Malley did; Irish-Americans, especially Catholic ones, were still often sensitive about being looked down on — 
 
    As stupid, drunken, brawling, potato-faced Papist bog-trotters who keep pigs in the parlor and riot for fun. 
 
    —outside their own neighborhoods and social circles. Not as much now as in her father’s time, and not nearly so much here in San Francisco, where Catholics and immigrants had been prominent and powerful from the Gold Rush on, as in, say, Boston or Philadelphia. Or for that matter in the heavily Midwestern-Protestant city of Los Angeles, where the annual Iowa Reunion Dinners were a major social event and immigrants of any stripe had been rare until after the Armistice. But they were still mostly working or lower-middle class, with a sprinkling of doctors, lawyers and other professionals and only a few wealthy families as yet. 
 
    Luz had gotten a bit of that herself when people heard her surname, especially back east at Bryn Mawr, mostly in rather subtle ways. There were plenty in the upper crust who looked down on a self-made engineer of Irish blood like her father considerably more than a Cuban aristo like her mother. 
 
    Criollo gentlefolk had an exotic cachet and carried mental associations of broad acres, ancient blood, red-roofed mansions, tinkling guitars, flashing passionate eyes, bullfights and twinkling rapiers. Whereas what Irish brought to many minds was visions of beefy red-faced ditchdigger yokels lying in the gutter in a pool of vomit, or corrupt machine-boss politicians playing poker in suspenders and undershirts in smoke-filled rooms behind a saloon, or thick-thighed servant-girls named Bridget on their knees swabbing out toilets. 
 
    She caught the younger man doing another quick flick of the eyes at the identical Claddagh pledge-rings on their left ring-fingers that Ciara and she had exchanged six years ago, and his brows going up a little before he could control it. Manion probably caught the same thing without any obvious tells. There was a substantial though not complete overlap between the sets of skills you needed as a spy and as a police detective. 
 
    “So these were the bad guys in the Chinatown fight, the one that killed old Mr. Yuen?” Manion asked, getting down to business after the pleasantries. “And put his son, David Yuen, in the hospital?” 
 
    “Yes, Inspector,” Luz said, noting that Manion used the respectful Mr. for the elder Yuen. 
 
    “We’ll be distributing the mugshots, but eyeballing the faces is always better when you can,” Manion said. 
 
    “Sometimes a drawing gets better results, too,” Luz acknowledged. 
 
    He gave a gesture of professional agreement and said: 
 
    “A first-class drawing’s more lifelike… which a dead man isn’t. I don’t recognize any of ‘em. You, Pat?” 
 
    “Nope, boss, ma’am. Bruisers, though, all of them. Some of ‘em have been to the wars.” 
 
    He pointed with his pencil. “Those are bullet-scars there… and those are shrapnel. This burn is mustard gas. Got one just like that on my shin.” 
 
    “Probably they got into town fairly recently and laid low?” Manion said. 
 
    “That’s what the preliminary evidence indicates, yes, Inspector, though they’ve been here at least a month,” Luz said. “Nothing in the immigration service files so far.” 
 
    “Those guys leak like a sieve if you know how to finagle the paperwork,” Manion said. “And the FBS didn’t get all the dirty ones in the clean-out in ‘14, either, even if it made ‘em cautious. Worse again since the Armistice.” 
 
    Luz nodded. That was especially a problem here on the West Coast, and in her opinion the Exclusion Acts were to blame. Uncle Teddy was fanatical about quashing corruption—he’d gotten his start in public life that way, more than thirty years ago—but there were limits on what you could do when desperation waved money under the nose of human nature. 
 
    “We do have a list of some contacts which we’ll be sending to your office along with the prints. They won’t be the only people here who saw them, either…” 
 
    “… and if you put all the bits together, maybe you can learn something,” Manion said. 
 
    “Are those two Chinese? Ma’am,” young O’Malley said, indicating the pair who probably were. 
 
    “They may be,” Luz said neutrally. “We have reason to suspect that the other two Asians may be from Mongolia.” 
 
    “Well, damn, that’s a new one, even for Fogtown!” O’Malley said. 
 
    He wasn’t stupid or unobservant, then. And Manion definitely had a hard-earned shrewdness. 
 
    “Yuen senior is… was… a big wheel in the Six Companies,” Manion said thoughtfully. “And with the Kuomintang here, and I think they know him in Canton too. I don’t want to step on your toes, ma’am, but this smells a little like politics to me.” 
 
    “The Peking government hate the Kuomintang like poison, ma’am, and it’s mutual,” Detective O’Malley said thoughtfully. “We’ve had a bit of trouble here between their backers and the Kuomintang fans. Peking’s in northern China… and that’s near, what’s it called, Outer Mongolia too, isn’t it? And Inner Mongolia, I suppose wherever the ff… finangle that is.” 
 
    Manion signaled agreement, and Luz nodded absently. 
 
    That is a point. Emperor Yuan Kèdìng is a Japanese puppet… but that doesn’t mean he necessarily wants to be. Tokyo won’t want him getting V-gas on his own, not at all, but he might be running something clandestine without them knowing. It would make him much more popular in China, too, Luz thought. 
 
    The Inspector continued: 
 
    “Yuen’s popular, gave a lot to charities and things like Chinese New Year celebrations and theater and schools. I’ve been working my contacts in the Tongs about this and I’ll be doing more there.” 
 
    “Triads?” Luz asked. 
 
    She’d been researching those gangster secret societies—and getting first-hand information from Susan Zhou. In China Tongs were sometimes just extended-family associations; the word itself meant Hall and could refer to where the tablets of ancestry were stored. In America it had come to have a more specific… and criminal… association. 
 
    “Same thing, more or less, ma’am, at least here in the States. And they all swear on a stack of Bibles—" 
 
    “Or the visitor’s book of their favorite joss-house,” Detective O’Malley said. 
 
    Manion gave him a quelling glance and made an impatient gesture before continuing: 
 
    “—and on their ancestors’ graves that none of them were involved.” 
 
    “And you believe them?” 
 
    “This time, and probably. They’re not just clamming up the way they do for each other when there’s a killing. Tong hatchetmen don’t go after the likes of Yuen. They kill each other, mainly, over who gets what rackets—we had some bad stuff with that last year, though we’ve managed to get it tamped down. Or people who try to stiff them turn up with a bad case of the deads, or just vanish—the fish in the Bay are always hungry. They and the Six Companies aren’t feuding the way they did twenty years ago either. And if they did kill a bigshot, they’d post one of those contracts they put up on walls first, saying why. Tradition. Tell you the truth, they’re bubbling like an unwatched pot and it’ll get worse the more they think about it and ask around. They don’t like outsiders stepping on their ground.” 
 
    He and his partner walked down the row of corpses on their metal roll-out slabs again, both of them making notes on pads they carried. 
 
    “These guys were definitely a team?” Manion asked. 
 
    “Most definitely,” Luz said. “From the report —” 
 
    No need to tell them I was there. 
 
    “—they’d trained together.” 
 
    “Tongs don’t work that way with white men,” Manion added, looking thoughtfully at the faces, bodies and wounds. “Take money from ‘em, in the way of business, sure. Kill ‘em, not very often, but yeah, occasionally, usually other crooks stupid enough to try putting muscle on them—no loss there whoever gets it in the neck.” 
 
    “Unless it’s bystanders, boss,” O’Malley said. 
 
    “That was the good thing about their preferring knives and hatchets in the old days—not as many stray bullets. Things have changed. I haven’t seen anything like that —“ 
 
    He pointed with his pencil at the ones who’d met Susan Zhao’s hook-swords. 
 
    “—since before the war.” 
 
    “Yeah, boss, but the wops… some of them use Thompson guns nowadays, for Chrissake. Like that job on the Bank of America branch in North Beach last week. I swear to God sometimes these days it’s like being back at the front in France. And the Tongs gotta keep up with the neighbors.” 
 
    Manion nodded and turned back to Luz: “The Tongs and the Italians lock horns now and then just lately—Tongs against Black Hand and Camorra types, all trying to control the docks, scuffling around the fish and produce markets, smuggling… But they don’t team up with gwáilóu, not day-to-day.” 
 
    “These white guys aren’t wops, anyway,” O’Malley said. “I’d say Polacks… or maybe Bohunks, or Litwins, maybe squareheads. Or those Russkis we been getting lately, the ones who’re always ending up in the drunk tank. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, they make us Micks look like a meeting of the WCTU.” 
 
    “Do you think any of these men were Han, Inspector?” Luz said. 
 
    Manion gave her a look and said something in quick nasal Cantonese, though she could tell he spoke it badly. Luz shook her head and replied in Mandarin: 
 
    “No, not that dialect.” 
 
    He nodded, recognizing what she was speaking if not the meaning, and continued: 
 
    “Those two, maybe, the ones Pat… Detective O’Malley… spotted. They’re not Cantonese, though. Definitely not Filipinos. The others, no, and not Nips either, so they’re probably whatchacallit, Mongols like you thought. They’ve got those funny haircuts, too, but they’re not like what the Japs used to wear—I’ve seen that in moving pictures.” 
 
    He made a gesture across his own forehead, where many upper-crust Japanese had shaved and put the rest up in a topknot before the Restoration, in a cut called the chonmage. 
 
    “Plus they don’t look quite right for either, you know? And anyway, our local Japs are mostly sort of quiet… hardworking, keep their heads down, keep their kids in school and on a tight leash, respectable people as long as nobody pushes ‘em—then they’ll push back. The SFPD doesn’t get much business from them except when they’re robbed or whatever.” 
 
    Luz reflected that the Japanese weren’t more liked than other Asians in California: if anything the contrary, especially since the Empire of Japan had become a quite genuine present threat and rival to the United States rather than a hypothetical future one in fevered imaginations. But for the same reason that perfectly rational tinge of fear produced more, if grudging, respect for them than the others. Fear and respect were definitely related… 
 
    Nothing like the effects of a fleet of battleships and your own V-gas to demonstrate that, she thought wryly. 
 
    “I’ll keep working it,” Manion promised. “I expect a lot of cooperation. Lotta people in that neighborhood’ll want some pay-back for this—even the ones who didn’t like the Yuens will want it because it was outsiders fff… fooling around with their people on their ground. If anyone in Chinatown knows anything we’ll get it eventually, either above-board or below.” 
 
    “You get a lot of cooperation from the Tongs in the usual course of things?” Luz said. 
 
    Manion held out a big hand and waggled it. “Depends. Some things, not others, and crooks and cops always work each other, even if the cops aren’t dirty. Yeah, a lot of what the Tongs do stinks like a backed-up drain. Other stuff… well, gambling the way they like’s illegal here, but it’s not in China… and it’s about third course at our diner anyway. Doesn’t hurt people like the vice and drug trades.” 
 
    Ciara spoke up unexpectedly: “Except families going hungry because the husband gambled away the food and rent money, Inspector, or because the bookies’ men broke their legs and they can’t work. I saw that often enough, in South Boston. Gamblers there have a rough way of collecting debts, and I don’t suppose these Tongs are any gentler than the Gustin Street Rangers were, where I grew up.” 
 
    Manion and his junior both nodded to acknowledge they grasped the point. You would, if you’d spent your early years in a working-class neighborhood, and Luz judged that both the policemen had. 
 
    “Yeah, Miss, that’s true enough. But a guy who’ll do that will hurt his wife and kids some other way too. Booze, mostly, and it would have been even dumber to make that illegal than gambling, like the Holy Joes and those WCTU biddies wanted to. And Chinatown’s a special case. Lot of men who’re never going to get married because they outnumber the women five to one, living in boardinghouses—young Chinese dames get their pick, the ones who get to choose. Or their moms and dads do. So if the older working stiffs take a flutter now and then, or a pipe of black smoke—" 
 
    Which meant opium. 
 
    “—I figure the poor sons of bbb… sons of sons got to do something besides work, sleep and eat cheap noodles.” 
 
    His head turned to his partner: “Pat, you go on. I’ll meet you in the corridor.” 
 
    “Right, boss. Ladies,” he added, raising his fedora so he could tip it. 
 
    Manion inclined his head slightly to one side as the younger detective left and he and Luz stepped in that direction; the other Chamber operatives retreated at her quick flick of an index finger. Manion lowered his voice: 
 
    “Ma’am, I know how to keep my lip buttoned… but we’ve met before, fourteen years ago. I recognized you and thought you should know.” 
 
    “Where?” Luz said, keeping her voice from going sharp. “When?” 
 
    “In ’07, at 920 Sacramento Street, when I was a rookie. You and your folks were talking to Donaldinda… Miss Cameron… and Tiny, and I was on the door because they’d been getting threats again. I remember thinking how much you looked like your mother.” 
 
    Luz kept her face expressionless, but it was an effort. She’d thought Manion was quick, but that was a feat of memory she couldn’t match; he obviously wasn’t among the majority who saw only what they expected to. She remembered the occasion, but not that Manion had been there; she’d been in her teens at the time and the place was being rebuilt on the same spot after destruction in the quake and fire of ’06. Mainly she recalled the overwhelming smell of ashes and mortar. 
 
    And frankly I was sixteen, very bored, sulky, and pouting… I was Miss Poutypout quite a lot then. 
 
    920 Sacramento was a San Francisco institution and had been since the 1880’s, a shelter in Chinatown that took in girls and women running from mistreatment. Often they were the misnamed mui tsai, ‘little sisters’, a variety of indentured servitude very close indeed to chattel slavery. The girls were bought from poor families in China; sometimes they became well-treated servants, but it was open to every sort of abuse. Child-sale of daughters was legal in China, and a prime means of keeping the brothels stocked both there and in Chinatowns here. 
 
    Donaldinda Cameron and her longtime friend and second-in-command Tien Fuh Wu, nicknamed Tiny for her four-foot-eleven height and a former mui tsai herself with scars from hot irons on her arms, had run the place since the mid-90’s, helping hundreds make new starts and lives. Despite limited resources, and harassment ranging from constant lawsuits to occasional guns and dynamite. Luz’s parents had been contributors even though they were Catholics and it was a Presbyterian institution, and had left a modest bequest to provide scholarships for the graduates. Some of them had gone on to higher education and professional careers; Tien had a university degree herself, one of the very first among women of Chinese birth in her generation. 
 
    “You’re a friend of theirs?” Luz said. 
 
    “Yeah, have been since I was walking a beat there. We’ve worked together on rescues lately. Right now we’re building a case against Wong See Duck, he’s with the Suey Sing Tong, in his thirties and one of their rising stars. Trader in girls, mostly, uses a hardware store as a front, smart like a fox and mean like a snake. Smuggles them in under false papers, then keeps them in line with opium and slapping them around and dumps them in alleys to die when they’re sick and used-up. He’s been running circles around the Chinatown Squad for years now, but a couple of his girls showed up at 920’s doorstep a while ago and somehow Tiny got them to agree to testify in court.” 
 
    “Dangerous,” Luz said. “Very. That took guts.” 
 
    “Tell me! So we may finally get the bbb… bad guy. The traffic in girls’ getting worse here since I was promoted to head the squad back in ’20. In Honolulu too, and in Manila and other places on the other side of the Pacific, according to what the FBS tell me and my opposite numbers say. We keep in touch.” 
 
    “Plenty of parents in China are desperate,” Luz said. “Ones who’ve lost everything in the fighting, or are starving when the crops fail.” 
 
    “Right in one, ma’am,” he said soberly. “So, you want me to ask Donaldinda and Tiny to keep an ear to the ground about the Yuen murder too? And these dead highbinders on the slabs? Between them they hear a lot, from people who don’t talk to me.” 
 
    “Not from the Tongs, I suppose,” Luz said, and startled a chuckle out him. 
 
    “Not hardly! They call ‘em the White Devil and her white-bone demon running dog. But a lot of women they rescued as girls stay in touch after they’re grown up and on their own, married or clerking in stores or working at the telephone exchange, things like that. They all call her Lo Mo.” 
 
    Lo Mo meant mother in Cantonese. 
 
    “A lot do volunteer work at 920, or drop by with things like chickens or fancy rice on holidays. And they talk; to each other, and to her.” 
 
    He grinned, a surprisingly engaging expression for his beefy life-battered face: 
 
    “And Tiny, she just plain scares people. As much as I do—one of those really big little people, you know? I’ve seen cathouse bully-boys back up and turn green when she lights into ‘em in Cantonese on raids, real tough guys who’d spit in your eye while you worked ‘em over with a blackjack down at the station.” 
 
    “I would very much appreciate that, Inspector,” Luz said. “And please tell them—no names, of course —” 
 
    His nod said that went without saying, but also that things had to be said sometimes. 
 
    “—but let Miss Cameron and Miss Tien know that if there’s any information, a donation for their work can be arranged. It’s a good cause anyway; my parents thought so.” 
 
    “Good cause it is, ma’am, in spades. They’re always short on cash, with fifty or sixty girls to feed and find shoes and clothes and stuff for, not counting the little kids at the home over in Oakland, but… it sounds weird, but it’s a happy place at 920, you know what I mean? Crowded as he… heck and they all live real plain and work hard, but a lotta smiles and laughing there, that’s not something you see much of in my line of work. If there are Scots Presbyterians in heaven, and me I think she and Tiny are headed there whatever the Church says, I just hope they put in a good word for me upstairs, come the time.” 
 
    “Amen. Thank you very much for your help, Inspector. It will be remembered. Anything you… or your friends… find out will reach me. I’ll arrange to have it highlighted and sent on immediately.” 
 
    “Good, ma’am,” he said. “’Cause maybe I’m more like the Tongs than I thought: I truly don’t like outsiders stepping on my territory, and it’s my town.” 
 
    He nodded to the others and left, and Luz relayed his news. Though she appreciated him keeping it between them to start with, which had given her the choice of who to let in on the news and which parts. Both their jobs required managing information and keeping secrets. 
 
    “I don’t dislike that big detective as much as I expected,” Midori said thoughtfully. “Though I say ah so to his sidekick,” she added, swallowing but not quite obliterating a final -le sound delayed by a heartbeat. 
 
    “He kept looking at my bottom, and not in a good way, though I admit I have a delectable one,” Fumiko said. “I’d peg him for a pincher if he got the chance.” 
 
    They all rolled their eyes at part of the unpleasant background noise of their lives. 
 
    “We do need to consider what he said about the Kuomintang and Emperor Puppet-boy, though,” Midori said. “This would let him get a lever on the Japanese, and he’d be able to get southern Chinese merchants—his political enemies who support the Kuomintang and the Chinese Republic—and foreigners to pay for it.” 
 
    “Ah so and idiot aren’t necessarily the same thing,” Fumiko conceded. 
 
    Her sister went on: “Puppet-boy would be well-placed to do this, and it would fit the dagger-squad. North Chinese, Mongols, and there are a lot of Russian refugees in that part of China, some of them units of mercenaries working for one warlord or another.” 
 
    “And if it is Emperor Puppet-boy behind all this, all we need to do is drop a word in the right ears and Tokyo will solve the problem for us,” Ciara said thoughtfully. “Which would be… efficient. Economical of American lives and resources.” 
 
    The Taguchis nodded, and Fumiko put a hand beside her own neck and bent her head to one side and let her tongue loll out while she mimed pulling upward on a noose and her sister made gargling noises. That would be how the Kenpeitai dealt with a puppet who tried to cut his strings, though they’d probably do it quietly and then blame the Kuomintang. A regency for one of Yuan Kèdìng’s children, who would be educated in suitably Japanese fashion, would be… 
 
    ¡Espléndido! From their point of view. 
 
    Luz nodded, weighing factors mentally. “It’s a possibility and I’ll mention it in my last stateside report. Certainly someone controlling Peking and the Forbidden City would have access to a lot of antiques! The thing that’s bothering me is the specifics of the artwork. Why is it clustered… solamente… around one period in Chinese history, eh? We need to get a handle on that.” 
 
    Ciara added: “What Inspector Manion was talking about, with the Tongs selling girls, that happens out east, too. Especially with immigrant girls at the docks, no money and not speaking the language, even in good times, and there are all the refugees we’re taking in now, too, it’s worse for them. There should be more places like the one Miss Cameron and Miss Tien run. Who sound like lovely people and so brave!” 
 
    “And in Japan. There are still some peasant families there that desperate in bad years,” Midori said, and shuddered. 
 
    “If Mom and Dad hadn’t managed to get here…” Fumiko agreed, with a queasy expression. “That’s how Mom ended up working at a ryokan before she met him. She doesn’t talk about that much.” 
 
    Luz nodded as she looked at her watch. “I wish we had more time to work the San Francisco end of this, but we’ll have to trust the locals. Time to go help Susan pack up and send the baggage to the airship haven. Tomorrow will be busy if we’re going to catch the evening flight.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: 
 
    American National Airways airship Leviathan 
 
    Golden Gate, San Francisco (1200 ft.) 
 
    October 17th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
    
     “T 
 
   
 
    his is what I call traveling in style!” Fumiko said, leaning on the firm red-leather padding of the aluminum rail beside Luz. 
 
    They were at about a thousand feet, heading towards the setting sun, south of due west. Down a glittering path like a roadway of sparkling metal across the surface of the ocean that ended in an arch of cloud from hot gold to molten-copper crimson to wisps of pink, as the continent behind them sank into purple shadows. 
 
    Continuous inward-slanting walls of the newest heat-treated, laminated glass eighteen feet high lined the curved front of this deck and halfway back along the sides in a great U-shape hundreds of feet in circumference, which gave an excellent if eye-watering view of the setting sun. To the eye, that left nothing but the rail and the near-invisible sheets between you and the horizon… or the whitecaps far, far below. There were five decks built into the bottom of the hull, not counting the engine corridors along the flanks a hundred feet above this and the bridge and control deck just under the nose on the same level. 
 
    This was deck number three counting from the keel up: it was for public spaces and dining, with the kitchens to the rear, two decks of staterooms above, and the crew quarters next down and then the cargo hold and ballast tanks at the bottom. The table they’d all be eating at was right behind them at the very bow end, with another of the same oval shape next to it empty and reserved for the children and Susan Zhou. That meant they weren’t far forward of one of the series of spiral aluminum-framed staircases that connected with the cabins above. 
 
    Airships were usually concerned about weight, although this brand-new class of thousand-foot metalclads had over six hundred tons of lift for passengers and cargo, not counting frame, hull, engines, fuel and fixtures. They had far fewer constraints on space, and that got more so as they got bigger, and this had the cathedral feel of a luxury hotel’s lobby or dining rooms, reminding Luz of the Palace in San Francisco except that the roof was a smooth shallow arch of pierced silver-gray aluminum-alloy girders, more in line with postwar, not to mention Progressive Party, aesthetics. 
 
    What they were calling pure-line modern now. 
 
    The whole thing was like a five-story building built into the bottom of the giant metalclad and hanging in the sky beneath it. The spacious feel of this deck was increased by the fact that the internal partitions were moveable, light bamboo frames covered in colorful woven fabrics showing West Coast scenes in the recent semi-stylized style, and they were currently set up nightclub-fashion so that the forward lounge and the dining area behind it for the three-hundred and fifty-odd passengers and control-deck officers were one vast area with tables ringing a cleared central space for dancing later. Negro musicians in tuxedos were tootling out a soft mellow jazz tune from a bandstand, though they weren’t the now-very-famous Jelly Roll Morton and his band Luz had heard on her first flight across the Atlantic six years ago. 
 
    She nudged Ciara, who was on her other side and rapt in an inner contemplation of the airship’s technological wonders after discoursing learnedly on how the monocoque metal skin made the whole thing stronger and lighter and lower-maintenance and fireproof and a whole litany of other features. She came back to the present with a start. 
 
    “Let’s have a drink and a look at the dinner menu,” Luz said; parenthood wasn’t usually compatible with late dining hours. “Service begins at six and Susan should have the kids down not long after that.” 
 
    Ospreys—twin-engine torpedo bombers from the naval air station—had given them a tight circling fly-by on departure, leading to squealing and jumping and waving from the children, before Susan took them off for their pre-dinner washing. With Ciara adding a mysterious smile and a promise of a present waiting for them to speed their feet. There was a clean smell of the sea despite the height, but even the largest ships—they’d passed over liners, and a USN superdreadnought battleship battering its way along, surrounded by its flotilla with destroyers’ curving wakes as a perimeter—looked like toys in a child’s bathtub. 
 
    “Traveling in style? I’ll say! Three cheers for our employer,” Midori added as they joined her and sat at the oblong aluminum table with its white Irish-linen cover. 
 
    Which comment was nicely ambiguous since it could mean Luz in her role as Mrs. Smith, or the Chamber and their expense accounts. Luz and Ciara could have afforded a trip like this out of pocket just for fun… but only as a rare occasional treat. Not more often, not as long as keeping the inheritance growing for their children was a priority. Even in times as flush as this year of Grace 1922, with the recovery from the brief postwar recession bouncing along nicely and adding to Luz’s inheritance of stocks, bonds and dividends, and the more modest but growing licensing fees from several patents Ciara had registered anonymously through the Technical Section. 
 
    For the Taguchis it would have been out of the question except on Uncle Sam’s nickel, as out of the question as a European tour with no expense spared before the war, and they were surrounded by people who could do it routinely. The exceptions being the half of the passengers whose fare was paid like theirs by well-heeled employers, often governments or the corporate giants closely linked to them, in a pattern common across all the great power-blocs these days. 
 
    Her words were clearly audible because the passage of the Leviathan’s smooth metal-shod hull through the air made virtually no noise to speak of, and the turbodiesel engines driving the great four-bladed variable-pitch propellers were only a subliminal hum that you had to concentrate to hear at all. The growing burble of conversations in the background was considerably louder, and it wasn’t very obtrusive, letting the soft jazz tune from the musician’s dais make a counterpoint beneath. Spacing was generous enough that ordinary speech died between tables, though, except for people cursed with penetrating voices. 
 
    Midori was nursing a blood-red cocktail (the currently fashionable el Presidente, made of rum, orange curaçao, vermouth, and grenadine) and probably still feeling the ache from her arm and face. The latter was developing spectacular hues about to fade in their turn… 
 
    “I was just thinking how your face rather echoes the sunset,” Luz observed, pointing west for a moment. “Verdaderamente.” 
 
    “Here I suffer in the country’s service, and what do I get? Mockery! Mockery! Is there no justice in this world?” 
 
    But she was nibbling at a plate of canapés, which probably meant that her mouth was getting less tender. 
 
    “No, there isn’t any justice that I’ve noticed, but then there aren’t any unicorns or fairies either, and we manage without quite well. Food, though, food exists…” 
 
    At least the younger woman’s mouth was un-tender enough for cherry tomatoes stuffed with Columbia River caviar with chives, or deviled eggs with minced-lobster filling, or grilled mushrooms with a prawn curled inside, or Oysters Rockefeller, or slivers of tangy-salt Virginia ham and mellow (Californian)Gouda on toast points… 
 
    “And besides, sis, you look so mockable right now,” Fumiko said, wielding the little long-stemmed silver fork on one of the oysters. “Like a political cartoon I saw about a defeated candidate for Mayor of LA, lying on the floor of the boxing ring with teeth out and blood pooling and little birdies circling his head tweeting. Tweet-tweet-tweet…” 
 
    Luz laughed and popped one of the tomatoes into her mouth as she poured a glass of Gewürztraminer from the bottle in the cooler. It was a very nice Gundlach Bundschu version from Sonoma County, where the proprietor’s family had defiantly kept their founder’s extremely Germanic name on the winery, and the authentic Rhinelander winemaking style. It had a distinctive scent like spices and tropical fruits, and was nearly dry, and went extremely well with the tart tomato and salty richness of the cured sturgeon roe. 
 
    The best California wines had been winning prizes even in France before the Great War. They were now world-class by post-Armistice standards, where the competition was Italy and Spain or South Africa and Australia rather than France… and California’s growers were rapidly expanding their acreage and sales, with offshoots in Oregon and Washington and even the new state of British Columbia, as American eating habits became more Europeanized. Luz rolled another sip across her tongue, while she twiddled her fingers in indecision between the Virginia ham and gouda, and the mushroom-and-prawn. 
 
    “Says little Miss-observed-the-fight-from-a-distance,” Midori went on to her sister. 
 
    “I shot one.” 
 
    “I stabbed one.” 
 
    “In the back, and he was already wounded. The one I shot was charging. In mid-air. Mid-leap! Like Annie Oakley, only with a live target!” 
 
    “The one Midori stabbed was trying to kill me,” Luz commented, and sipped. 
 
    “Well, that makes it all-important, then!” Fumiko huffed, and popped a mushroom-prawn canapé into her mouth. 
 
    “I think so,” Ciara pointed out. 
 
    “You’re biased.” 
 
    “I most certainly am!” 
 
    Yes, not bad at all, Luz thought, making a note to order a case of the Gewürztraminer. 
 
    “When we’re older, maybe we’ll put in a vineyard and winery on the ranch over in the Santa Ynez valley,” she said to Ciara, holding up the glass. “And that ranchhouse we keep talking about.” 
 
    “When the girls are of an age for serious pony-riding and mountain-rambling and not just picnics and butterfly-chasing now and then,” Ciara agreed, tapping her own against it. 
 
    She’d never drunk wine or ridden a horse before they met, but enjoyed riding and did it well now, if not with Luz’s lifelong natural ease in the saddle. Her lower-middle-class shopkeeper family in South Boston could no more have kept horses than their own carriage-and-four, and their only experience of wine was watching the priest during Mass. Luz’s mother had been one of the first young women in Santa Barbara to take up riding astride, something that had happened earlier in California than in most of the US. 
 
    “When they’re ten or so I’ll take them after duck, and up in the hills for mule deer, the way Papá did with me,” Luz agreed. 
 
    The Taguchi sisters were nodding; they and their brother Yoshi had been included in those trips now and then. Unlike Ciara, they enjoyed hunting and not just eating roast duck à l'orange glazed with sweet-and-sour sauce bigarade. 
 
    Ciara liked that just fine, along with Luz’s own take on civet de chevreuil. 
 
    Which had the cubed venison marinated for a day in a full bottle of red wine and slow-cooked at a simmer along with boudin noir, diced chicken (or duck) liver, a little heavy cream, grated carrots, onions, and garlic cloves, a touch of fresh parsley, rosemary, thyme, a dash of crushed juniper berries and a few Bay leaves, black peppercorns, a cup of brandy, chopped lardons, a little duck fat or goose fat, peeled shallots, dried porcini mushrooms, fresh morels… Luz knew with what she thought was pardonable pride that even their French and highly discriminating friend Yvonne Cheine thought it was first-rate and worth a trip from San Francisco to Santa Barbara all on its own. 
 
    “I remember when the old cloth-covered Battle Class ships seemed so big and ultra-modern, the first time I flew—on the San Juan Hill in 1916,” Luz added to the Taguchis. “Or when Josephine—” 
 
    Using Ciara’s cover name reminded everyone to keep to the script. Names stood out from the flow of words and were much easier to overhear. 
 
    “—and I flew on the Gettysburg later that year.” 
 
    Ciara looked at the canapé plate the steward’s trolley had left, sighed, and crunched a celery stick after taking a sip of her wine. She swam like a seal every chance she got, loved long walks and rough-country rides with Luz and practiced diligently if unenthusiastically at combatives, but no realistic amount of exercise was going to make her hourglass figure conform to the up-and-down tomboy-Flapper look which current fashion favored and of which the Taguchis were the near-Platonic ideal. And losing the weight acquired during pregnancy had required years of struggle. 
 
    Luz thought her partner’s green knit-silk dress—higher-waisted than the latest New York mode, about the natural level, with a very slightly flared skirt reaching three inches below the knee and wide elbow-length sleeves—flattered her fuller shape beautifully, not to mention showing off an afternoon-respectable but tantalizing swell of décolleté subtly emphasized by her string of pearls. Which was much wiser than trying to wear a mode that was just not suited to her. 
 
    Though nothing flatters her as much as absolutely nothing at all does, Luz thought happily. Especially when she turns all… pink. Who would have thought that monogamy combined all the delights of vice and virtue in one bundle? Admittedly, I’m not an objective judge. 
 
    The amusement in Ciara’s turquoise eyes when they met her partner’s said she was reading the thought and sharing it; she glanced side-to-side to make sure they weren’t observed for a moment and snapped her teeth at Luz in a teasing promise. 
 
    It was moderately cool—airship passenger spaces weren’t heated until things got rather colder than this because it complicated buoyancy calculations. Luz was wearing one of Coco Chanel’s latest, with a long-sleeved tunic of very fine knit wool to mid-thigh, biased cut, in narrow black-and-white stripes slanting left and then right on the knee-length skirt. It required an athletic build to bring off, especially with the low-slung cloth belt. Silk stocking-hose and black low-heeled shoes with small gold buckles on the straps over her bare insteps completed the ensemble. Black-pearl eardrops in gold filigree settings and an antique silver-and-jet broach at her right shoulder continued the theme. 
 
    A lifetime of being ferociously active physically was especially convenient now that fashion had completed its arc of the last twenty years and caught up with her. As an additional bonus, the loose fit of the tunic was perfect camouflage for the holster at the small of the back she wore when a shoulder rig for her .40 Amazon automatic wasn’t practical, and with a little practice she’d gotten fast at a two-handed technique—left hand sweeping up the hem, right going for the gun a fractional second later. 
 
    The Taguchi sisters were in similar garb in dark blue and grey and dark brown and dusky pink respectively; their role as employees of a high-end antiques business required them to be well-dressed, able to mingle socially with the sort of people who could afford Ming bowls or Song screens as conversation-pieces. 
 
    All of them looked up alertly as two men approached their table. Luz sighed. 
 
    “Mrs., ah, Smith?” one of them said in cultivated, Eton-and-Oxford British tones, using Luz’s cover name with spy’s courtesy even though nobody else was in earshot and she knew he knew the real one. “Do you mind if we join you for a moment? This seems to be a suitably private venue.” 
 
    Luz nodded. They were far enough from any other passengers that not even lip-reading would do any good… and she’d picked these tables partly because the angles would be bad for that. And contrary to what Argosy All-Story and its more lurid competitors would have you believe, electronic microphones were not yet sensitive enough or small enough to be useful in this setting, though they were already a threat in a suite where it was easier to conceal bulky equipment, and improved every day, or at least every month. 
 
    “Not mashers, ladies. Colleagues, in a sense,” Luz said to the others as they turned a trio of frosty stares towards the two, before: 
 
    “Do sit down, Major. Briefly, please. Too many eyes here for comfort,” to him, implicitly giving permission to break cover for the sake of keeping things explicit and hence short—skating around took time. “They can’t hear what we say, but seeing us in company might start someone thinking.” 
 
    He was tall, lean and lean-faced, with dark-brown, almost black hair and a skin tanned leathery, making him look older than his true age, which was about the same as hers. Like hers his looks could fit in over half the world with a little talent and effort, both of which she knew he had. According to his file, he’d successfully impersonated an Albanian bandit, a pilgrim with a group going from Damascus to Mecca and a member of a wandering Turkish dervish order, among others. He’d fooled her into thinking he was a natural redhead with a dye-job and cosmetic contacts, on their brief unpleasant first acquaintance in 1916. 
 
    His companion came by that dark-olive or light-brown complexion by birth, being Indian and from the Punjabi city of Lahore—complete with white turban clasped at the front with a gold-and-enamel sarpech and long silky black beard to complement his tuxedo. He was about the same age and height as the Briton, slightly broader-built but in an equally active-looking way. 
 
    They were both in black-tie, though the Indian had added a crimson sash with his kirpan tucked into it, a ceremonial knife that Sikhs carried… and his had a seven-inch double-curved blade and murderous point and looked entirely functional to Luz’s expert eye, and at least a century old, rather like the navaja she’d inherited from old Pedro el Andaluz. 
 
    About half the men in the lounge were in black tie as well, with the other half in uniform or ordinary but expensively tailored sack suits, while only about a third of the women—themselves a minority—had changed to evening gowns. Changing for dinner was still more or less compulsory for first class dining on good ocean-liners even in these informal post-war times. On airships it wasn’t, and the younger crowd often didn’t bother. 
 
    For several reasons, beyond comfort and shocking their elders. The cost of an airship ticket was comparable to the liners and it attracted the same sort of clientele, but the passage time was much less, only six days to Shanghai. As opposed to around five weeks from San Francisco even on a fast boat with the most modern turboelectric engines like the USS United States. Plus packing and repacking a full trunk of evening wear was much less convenient than on a liner given the smaller cabins. Many preferred to strike their larger baggage into the cargo hold and use a few versatile day outfits for dinner as well. 
 
    And while I like wearing pretty dresses, I’m not prepared to go to so much trouble to do it on a business trip unless I have to, Luz thought; she’d carefully given her cover identity habits and views as modern as was credible. 
 
    She turned her head to her companions and made a palm-up hand-gesture towards the men: 
 
    “Ladies, may I introduce Captain Narayan Singh, of the British Imperial Security Service, and Major Arbuthnot… Ludovic Gustavus Arbuthnot, 16th Baron Clanroyden… also of the ISS currently. They’re among ‘W’s’ rising stars.” 
 
    That was the official code name of General Wallinger, currently Chief of the ISS and operating out of New Delhi; the Indian Secret Service had morphed seamlessly into the Imperial one after their metropolitan counterparts were destroyed with London. It had already been a bit older, more professional and considerably bigger, and like its analogues everywhere had kept growing fast even after the Armistice and the demobilization of the armies. Massed divisions and fleets weren’t clashing head-on anymore, but all three blocs were doing each other the dirty whenever they could, and they all had restive subjects and dubious allies to keep an eye on. 
 
    “Sandy to my friends,” the Scotsman said with a charming smile as they sat. 
 
    “That’s interesting… Major Arbuthnot,” Luz replied with an equally charming expression. 
 
    And I am enjoying myself, she thought. Admittedly with sadism aforethought. But then I’m a cruel bitch sometimes. 
 
    Aloud she went on: 
 
    “The major and I met on an airship to Europe in… ¡Dios mio! Six years ago, minus only thirty-odd days! As I recall his instructions to the good Captain Singh at the time were: Deal with the Fenian slut, Narayan.” 
 
    Ciara’s cold look turned to an outright glare of black fury. Luz had been under cover as a Mexican-Irish revolutionary acting as liaison to rebel groups in contact with the Germans, in the person of one Horst von Dückler, a dashing, clever and genuinely dangerous young Silesian aristocrat and Abteilung IIIb agent. The Whelans actually were Fenians, and her father and beloved elder brother had been members of the Irish Republican Brotherhood—and the brother had returned to Ireland to die on the barricades in Dublin in 1916, which was why she’d ended up in Germany that autumn and met Luz, decided she couldn’t stomach the plans for Operation Loki, and switched sides. 
 
    These days Ireland had its own Parliament, which sent delegates to the Imperial assembly meeting in New Delhi, but the grudge remained yet green in her heart, not to mention her reaction at a threat to her lover and life-partner. 
 
    Luz went on: “I do so hope I won’t have to beat you unconscious this time, Captain Singh… do you still carry a rumāl?” 
 
    “Han, Memsahib,” the Sikh said, grinning himself and showing very white teeth in his combed beard… though it wasn’t a particularly charming expression. 
 
    He also raised his left hand very slightly, showing the starched cuff of his snowy white dress shirt. If you looked carefully with the eye of experience, you could see a tag of off-white silk cloth there, the end of a rumāl, which in Punjabi meant simply a bandana. It was a form of large handkerchief often used by Sikhs to cover the topknots in which they kept their uncut hair, when they weren’t wearing a turban. 
 
    It had also been used by the cult of Thuggee, the original Thugs, who waylaid, strangled and robbed travelers on the roads of India for the glory of the goddess Kali and incidentally whatever valuables they’d been carrying. With a gold coin knotted into one end it made a very effective garotte which you could flick out of a sash or sleeve and around someone’s neck with one snake-quick movement. The British East India Company had suppressed Thugee, but the skill had survived. 
 
    The big Indian had underestimated the naked woman he’d caught standing with a glass of tequila in either hand, though… 
 
    The Sikh continued in English just as cultivated as his colleague’s, with only the very faintest trace of the singsong nasality of Punjabi to Luz’s fine-tuned ear: 
 
    “Yes, indeed, madam, I still do. Our previous meeting was… how shall I put it… a very educational experience.” 
 
    Arbuthnot signaled to a white-coated Filipino steward. “Boy! Two gin-and-tonics, please. Much ice.” 
 
    Sikhs had far fewer taboos about food and drink than most religions in their area, though they banned tobacco. Luz had read the Guru Granth Sahib in translation once and thought it extremely civilized for a religious tract, not least because it enjoined strict equality of the sexes as a principle and often referred to the Creator with female pronouns. 
 
    Arbuthnot went on: “Oh, and telling Narayan to kill you… that was just in the way of business. As I recall, there was, ah, graphic evidence you were in fact a German asset at the time. Your cover was so good that it fooled us in the Security Service just as well as it did the Germans.” 
 
    She and Horst von Dückler had been stark naked when the two British agents broke into the German’s stateroom on the San Juan Hill late at night, taking a tequila restorative after several hours of vigorous fornication. 
 
    Luz made an airy gesture. “One must make sacrifices for one’s country, Major Arbuthnot.” 
 
    I wish all my sacrifices had been as much fun. Horst was pretty, and had all the stamina in the world; he wasn’t afflicted with Bumblebee Syndrome like most men. And after all, I was single then. 
 
    “I’m sure you would have done exactly the same if duty required it… you went to Eton, I believe?” she added, snidely referring to the reputation of English boarding schools for irregular amours among the boys… or the staff… or the staff and the boys. 
 
    He ground his teeth slightly. She thought his companion was hiding a smile, though doing a very creditable job. 
 
    “Whatever happened to Freiherr von Dückler?” the British secret agent asked. “We rather lost track of him in the chaos in late ’16 and then heard he was dead the next year and nothing since. He’d have made waves if he hadn’t joined the majority. You killed him, I suppose?” 
 
    “No, though I did shoot out one of his eyes, and in December of that year I kicked him unconscious for capture… by the US Army, unfortunately, and he escaped later from a POW camp in the US. It was a colleague of mine… by the name of Henrietta… who put eight rounds of .40 into him in 1917, shortly after he surfaced again in our Mexican Protectorate.” 
 
    “Ah, the Zacatecas affair, with the smuggled Lufttorpedos and your V-gas factory. Quite a devilish plot. Very creditably foiled. That was you?” 
 
    Luz dipped her head. “Among a number of others, including Miss Whelan here. I was there, though, and can testify that the irritatingly resilient Baron was absoluta y verdaderamente dead that time. He had just time to realize Ach, so, I haff been schott, and then finis Germania.” 
 
    “Eight rounds?” he said, smiling slightly—Horst had handled him quite roughly. “Excessive.” 
 
    “Henrietta’s family had been in Savannah on the 6th and she was… peeved.” 
 
    If you gave that date by itself everyone knew what you meant: it was the day the world changed. October 6th, 1916… 
 
    “Peeved at Germans in general, and Horst in particular,” she clarified. 
 
    “Ah. Fully understandable to be a little ticked off, even a wee bittie crabbit, as we say in Scotland. I had relatives and friends in London and Paris and there are any number of Huns I wouldn’t mind emptying a magazine into on my own account. And theirs.” 
 
    He raised his glass: “Here’s to Operative Henrietta and confusion to Ludendorff.” 
 
    “And how are you gentlemen traveling?” Luz said, raising her own. 
 
    So did the Taguchis and—after a firm nudge under the table—Ciara. 
 
    “Mr. Singh and Mr. Arbuthnot are traveling as buyers for Tata Iron and Steel, madam,” the Indian said. “Scouting for new sources of iron-ore and alloy materials, and also coal and bauxite. They were both in the 23rd Sikh Pioneers before the Armistice, and employed by Tata since.” 
 
    “As any look at the firm’s records will show,” Arbuthnot added. “Or the 23rd’s. There are even photographs! Amazing what the boffins can do these days… Tata’s just the ticket for a restless pair of former combat engineers at loose ends in peacetime, what? The land office files show that they both own houses in Jamshedpur, currently rented out. Housing is very tight there just now, don’t you know.” 
 
    Jamshedpur was the Tata Iron and Steel Company’s wholly-owned industrial city in the eastern Indian province of Bihar, and currently a boom-town bursting at the seams, like a polyglot tropical version of Essen. 
 
    “An accursed place of dirt and soot and fire to which I would not condemn a mangy pi-dog,” Singh said. “Or even an Afghan… well, perhaps the Afghan. Rather like your Pittsburg. Or Gary near Chicago.” 
 
    “Or Sheffield, in England, before the war; a lot of people from there… and the Black Country around Birmingham… have moved to Jamshedpur since some semblance of peace broke out. Jamshedpur, or Pretoria, or Newcastle… the one in Australia, that is. Different climates, but similar coal-smoke and soot.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the plans for Jamshedpur,” Ciara said neutrally. “Impressive scale.” 
 
    Tata Steel had been started shortly before the Great War by the already very wealthy Tata family of Indian industrialists, vastly expanded during the conflict, and even more so afterwards as part of Lord Protector Milner’s crash program to spread Britain’s population and manufacturing out of the home islands… and away from Germany’s waiting Lufttorpedos. It was the biggest steel and heavy-engineering concern in the British Empire now, a giant sprawling cartel that was partly government-owned and closely linked to the Indian and Imperial governments in other ways, on the same lines as Krupp in Germany. Substantial even by American standards, with interests in chemicals, armaments, shipbuilding and airship-building and aircraft, and mines and smelters from South Africa to Australia. 
 
    Which makes it an excellent cover for British secret agents, and very willing to cooperate with the ISS. Though with the disadvantage that everyone in the trade knows it’s excellent cover for ISS men, Luz thought. 
 
    “We in the ISS are also aware of the pattern of… disturbing purchases, done in the shadow of the Japanese ones we decided to allow,” Arbuthnot noted. 
 
    “Yes, I was informed by our chief that you’d been essential to our getting a firm grip on what was going on,” Luz said. 
 
    “The Oceanian Alliance as a whole needs to ensure that V-gas remains under tight control. Three bottles with that particular genie in them are more than enough! If the French got it, for example, or the Turks on the other side…” Arbuthnot said, and shuddered slightly. 
 
    Singh nodded somberly and spoke: 
 
    “In every land and time, men have dreamed and prayed for a plague or the hand of a god suddenly casting down forever those that they hate and fear. Does not your Christian Bible speak of such things, in the Book of Joshua, and of how the Assyrians perished before the gates of Jerusalem? Now those dreams are within human reach, thanks to the German professors of chemistry… and everyone’s dream is the nightmare of others who fear it will be done to them, and so lust to strike first. At the end of that road… a few madmen in sealed fortresses buried beneath mountains dreaming that they rule empires. Dead empires of dust and bone.” 
 
    His smile was sour as he added: “In my own homeland, what Muslim does not remember the Great Moghuls, the Padishahs Babur and Jahangir and Aurangzeb, whose riches and power and glory astonished a world that made pilgrimage to Delhi to lay tribute at their feet? What Hindu does not hear the songs of how Shivaji’s avenging armies humbled in the dirt those who had burned their temples and scorned their gods?” 
 
    Wryly, and with a shrug: “And what Sikh does not now and then dream of the days when our maharaja Ranjit Singh ruled in Lahore and his power ran from the Khyber to Sind and from the Indus to the Ganges, and all India feared the bayonets of the Khalsa, the Pure?” 
 
    “And feared their artillery even more,” Arbuthnot said. “My grandfather—mother’s father—certainly did! He was wounded as an ensign of sixteen at Ferozeshah in 1845, and when I was a wee laddie listening at his knee on visits to Wiltshire he told me how half his company of the 62nd Foot were blown to bits there. I remember his face went pale thinking about it, fifty years later. And saying that his battalion commander called it worse than the French guns at Waterloo.” 
 
    “Why do you serve the British, then?” Ciara asked the Sikh. “And not your own folk?” 
 
    Luz wasn’t surprised but wished her partner hadn’t asked. It wasn’t politic right now… but Singh chuckled, unoffended. 
 
    “We Sikhs at least know we are too few to rule on our own now. And that our neighbors remember when we did rule, and not with much fondness for us! The Raj is not perfect. What is, save Ik Onkar, the One Creator? But it holds the Germans and Japanese at bay… with your powerful help, of course… and inside our borders holds the ring… I believe that is the American saying? … between our factions. And it cannot rule without many Indians to work and fight for it. Since the war we have equal standing in the Imperial Parliament at Delhi and may aspire to any office. The Raj respects my Sikh religion and has given many of us land and honorable employment. Things are different in Africa and Australia, yes. But—” 
 
    A shrug of muscular shoulders. 
 
    “—I care nothing for the black hubshi and have no desire to go and live in Sydney or Brisbane.” 
 
    “No more do I!” Arbuthnot chuckled. “Scotland’s bad enough, particularly in February.” 
 
    “As for me, madam, like my father and grandfather before me, I have given the Sirkar my fealty and I have eaten the salt of the Queen-Empress. A Sikh lives by his oaths, and dies by them if he must.” 
 
    “Bravo, Captain Singh,” Luz said. 
 
    And I even said it fairly sincerely, she thought before going on: 
 
    “Spoken like a true warrior.” 
 
    And a very realistic one. 
 
    “Shall we call your rumāl and my elbow to the head even, then?” she finished. 
 
    They shook on it, and Singh grinned again, though this time it was rather charming. 
 
    “Han, Memsahib. Though there is the matter of your dislocating my shoulder-joint.” 
 
    He rotated the shoulder in question slightly. “That hurt for months! A strong kick, and quick as a cobra!” 
 
    “Quick or dead, Captain. Quick or dead. I learned that lesson long ago.” 
 
    Arbuthnot smiled again, though it didn’t reach his eyes, eyes that were like brown pools with things moving in the depths. 
 
    “Learned it well,” he said. “And you did keep the thankfully late and deeply unlamented Baron von Dückler from killing us both and dumping our bodies into the Atlantic to create a legendary mystery of the airways. Which wasn’t easy, without blowing on your cover. Shall we cooperate, then, in the matter of the mystery purchaser of V-gas gear?” 
 
    “In general terms, yes, of course, Major,” Luz said. “But operationally, on a specific mission… well, I can’t do that without direct instructions from my superiors. Too mutually risky—someone might make my identity and that would blow on your cover and vice versa if we were in too much contact. But anything may happen in the field. You may succeed and we fail, or the reverse, or we may be pitched into contact by circumstance. Who knows?” 
 
    “Who indeed?” Arbuthnot said, finishing his drink and rising with tactful promptness. “Mrs.… Smith, ladies,” he continued, with a half bow. “Good luck and good hunting, until we meet again.” 
 
    “And to both of you gentlemen.” 
 
    Singh put his elbows out and palms together below his chin and bowed slightly as well, with a polite: 
 
    “Namo vaḥ.” 
 
    Midori sipped her cocktail again as she looked after them, and shook her head. 
 
    “My God, but Kipling understates the case,” she said. “Boy! Bring me my gin-and-tonic and a pukka pith-helmet and a Bombay Fornicator—" 
 
    “A what?” Ciara asked, slightly scandalized and always willing to believe the worst of certain people. 
 
    Luz filled in: “In India that means a wicker lounging chair with very long arms. Sort of a hot-weather recliner, like a planter’s chair.” 
 
    She didn’t mention the spraddle-legged position users often took to get full advantage of the breeze and which had gotten it that naughty nickname. 
 
    Midori went on seamlessly: “—Bombay Fornicator for my verandah in the cantonment at Arrogant-a-pur, and be quick about it! And kick the punka-wallah’s backside to keep the cool breeze coming!” 
 
    “The drums in the night, Carruthers, my God, the drums in the night!” Fumiko added in an affected parody of the British agent’s accent, and answered herself: “Yes, dashed annoying, my dear Burlington-Smythe, but let us not forget to dress for dinner in this sweltering jungle hellhole. Pip-pip!” 
 
    The voice was modeled on ones she’d heard in the new talking pictures that Hollywood was churning out for the last couple of years, some of them sponsored by the Department of Public Information to make the great American public more appreciative of their British allies in the Oceanian alliance, like The Four Feathers or The Light Brigade or documentaries like Cowboys of the Australian Outback. There were plenty of hungry British actors in the California film colony to supply the dulcet tones now that moving pictures came with sound, but Ciara generally refused to buy tickets to them and still more to the ones coming out of Bombay and Cape Town and Melbourne. 
 
    “The Sikh looked… interesting… though,” Fumiko said with a wicked smile. “Such nice teeth… big soulful eyes… all that beard… wonder what his hair looks like when it’s down… those shoulders… mmmm.” 
 
    Ciara was still torn between fuming at Major Arbuthnot and mockery. She let the brogue into her voice more than she usually did as she said to Luz: 
 
    “Sure, and that was the politest and the back o’ me hand t’ye, ye gossoon of a Sassenach that I’ve ever heard anyone deliver, my darling. And I say it as one Fenian slut to another.” 
 
    While showing her teeth in what might charitably be considered a smile. 
 
    “Me-ow!” Midori said. 
 
    “Ah, jolly good, eh, what?” her sister said as her cocktail arrived, and sipped appreciatively. 
 
    “I do hope we can avoid a jurisdictional bunfight and them stepping on our heels,” Luz said. “And don’t underestimate them—they made that mistake with me, and ended up battered, bound, gagged, and with me having to argue Horst out of killing them… and I almost decided to let him do it. I don’t think either of them would make the same mistake twice. Let’s none of us do it even once.” 
 
    She looked at each one of them until she got nods of acknowledgment. 
 
    “Who’s sphere of influence is China supposed to be, anyway?” Midori said, and added a qualification: “As far as clandestine work is concerned?” 
 
    “We haven’t settled that,” Luz admitted. “We agreed that everything between Suez and Singapore was in their sphere for spy-work. We had to, to get New Delhi to concede us the same in the Mediterranean and Europe generally without the Imperial government… what’s that expression… getting stroppy. And we did need the ISS assets in the Ottoman Empire and Central Asia, we didn’t have anything at all there until after the Armistice. New Paris didn’t like that, but they matter a lot less than New Delhi.” 
 
    Luz had made herself stop saying Algiers for the capital of France d’outre-mer, even in private conversations, in line with official American policy. It was a cheap enough way to soothe the ever-prickly French exiles, who had little left but memories and their pride, and hence clung to them all the harder. 
 
    Remembering to say New Delhi was much easier, since the Imperial capital actually was new, the monumental government suburb to the south of the old city that the British had begun well before the war with the great architects Lutyens and Baker overseeing it. It had been intended as the new central capital of British India, replacing swampy, politically fractious Calcutta off to the east in Bengal. 
 
    Now they’d repurposed it as the capital of the Empire as a whole, including the Royal family… who spent most of their time there in the gigantic though still unfinished Empire House when they and half the surviving or new-minted British elite weren’t at the summer retreat of Simla in the Himalayas or scattering to hunt or oversee new estates in India, Australia or the vastly enlarged Union of South Africa. Occasionally the Queen-Empress paid a visit back in the British Isles… where she carefully included a stop in Dublin every time the Royal family went to Birmingham. That was the new and shrinking British capital in an increasingly rural island of Morris-dancing, ale-quaffing yokels in quaint villages interspersed with camouflaged sky-torpedo bases and airfields and skeletal antennae-towers for Telemobiloscope early-warning stations and the ruins of abandoned mines and factories and suburbs starting to vanish under thornbush and incipient trees. 
 
    “It’s inefficient, not to have a clear structure and priorities in the Pacific,” Ciara said with a frown. 
 
    Efficient and inefficient more or less filled in for good and evil in the New Nationalist lexicon the Party favored. It had been a long time since Luz herself took good or evil seriously as abstract concepts rather than mere reflections of local custom and opinion. The Party’s line seemed to make more sense to her, but she accepted it less uncritically than her partner. 
 
    Less uncritically but more deeply as far as my own feelings are concerned, Luz thought, and went on aloud: 
 
    “Not nearly as inefficient as ignoring the political realities would be. The British are still major players and we have to consider their sensibilities.” 
 
    “They’re getting back on their feet, too,” Midori said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Si, verdaderamente, and faster than we thought they would, judging from what I hear from my… friends.” 
 
    “Oooooh, connections!” Midori said, making a Buddhist gesture of genuflection. 
 
    “Powerful friends!” Fumiko added. 
 
    “Like us, sis. We’re only one patron-ess away from el jefe!” 
 
    Fumiko gave a cruel cackle, a mad leering grin and made a clutching gesture with both hands and fingers crooked like claws. 
 
    “The world is within our grasp! Our sinister, subtle, string-pulling Oriental-mastermind grasp! Bwa-ha-ha!” 
 
    “Oh, wait a minute, sis… we can’t be really sinister Oriental villains unless we start lusting after white women,” Midori said. “All the stories say so.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we just lust after white men instead? I mean, I do, now and then. If they’re lust-able.” 
 
    “No, no, that would just be sad and noble, like Madam Butterfly. Besides, you have to fade away from grief when you get dumped by the white guy.” 
 
    “The cad!” 
 
    “And fade away while singing. In Italian. Singing loudly in Italian while you die.”” 
 
    “I’d rather die than die like that.” 
 
    “Exactly. It has to be white women.” 
 
    Midori looked at Luz and Ciara and simpered, batting her eyes: “I don’t suppose…” 
 
    They both held up their left hands and touched their thumbs to the pledge-rings they’d exchanged back in 1916. 
 
    “Oh, phooey!” Fumiko said. “Now we can only be quasi-sinister Oriental villainous masterminds!” 
 
    “Wait a minute, sis—we’d have to have long droopy mustaches, anyway, even if we were schtupping the blondies…” 
 
    “You go first. By the ten million names, that would be worth good money to see!” 
 
    “Though I suppose we could get mustaches from a theatrical supply store… Rohmer did say that the Insidious Doctor was a master of disguise. The blonde innocent wouldn’t know the full extent of their horrible sensual degradation-to-be until we let the robes drop and stood there leering and stroking the mustaches.” 
 
    Luz mimed covering her eyes. “¡Dios mío! Now I have that image in my head! So repugnant, yet so oddly fascinating!” 
 
    “Sorry, Luz. Still, you are our sole hope of world domination,” Midori said. 
 
    The table broke up in laughter as absurdity piled on absurdity, and Luz replied sardonically: 
 
    “More gratitude and groveling deference then, please, my obstreperous Asian peons. But seriously, everyone, if the British decided on a V-gas program of their own they could do it and do it quickly. The French would follow…” 
 
    “What was it that Sikh officer said?” Ciara said with a shiver. “Dead empires of dust and bones?” 
 
    Even the Taguchis looked grave at that. Luz pointed a forefinger at each of the other three women in turn to drive home the point. 
 
    “This mission is important. To the world, to the Oceanian Alliance, to America, and to our own descendants.” 
 
    Then Fumiko grinned, in her best devil-imp impersonation. 
 
    “Though sis and I don’t actually have descendants.” 
 
    “Yet.” 
 
    “If ever.” 
 
    “Josh and Susanna do,” Midori said, her expression turning fond for a moment as she thought of her elder brother and sister-in-law and their offspring. 
 
    “And we love them dearly.” 
 
    “So I see your point… Memsahib.” 
 
    Luz nodded, satisfied she’d gotten the argument across and took up her menu. 
 
    Her brows went up. “Well, slice my sashimi and pound my mochi, they actually have a sushi platter in the appetizers!” Luz said in surprise. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that outside a Japanese home or restaurant before! I wonder why —" 
 
    Midori wordlessly made a circling motion with her forefinger without looking up. 
 
    About a third of the passengers in the lounge-dining room were visibly Asian, with Japanese being a large majority among those, a few military officers, more government bureaucrats or managers from the zaibatsu, the big industrial combines like Mitsui and Yasuda that dominated the modern sections of Japan’s economy and were swelling fast as they feasted richly on her vast new colonies. The men were all in suits or tuxedos or neat high-collared yellowish-brown-ochre khaki uniforms, but the smaller number of their womenfolk were about equally divided between expensive New York-style dresses and shimmering, gorgeously patterned silk Hōmongi kimono on wives or possibly extremely expensive courtesan-mistresses. There were several equally gorgeously colored Chinese robes or modern Shanghai-fashion dresses like the one Joan Yuen had worn a few days ago, and Captain Singh’s turban wasn’t the only one either. 
 
    “You have a point and not just the one on the end of your finger,” Luz said. “¡Bueno! Sushi it is… with luck, the tuna will be a belly-cut of albacore and really fresh, since we’re leaving from San Francisco. Good enough tomorrow too, perhaps, but not after that.” 
 
    Midori and Fumiko nodded. They had both gone through a teenage-rebel phase when they ostentatiously preferred hamburgers and hot-dogs and steak and potatoes to even the best products of their mother’s ryokan-learned classical Japanese meals… but even then they’d made an exception for their ancestors’ conception of how to handle seafood. 
 
    And their profane opinion of what tuna salad did to a noble fish could turn the air blue. 
 
    Which is understandable considering how good their mother’s sashimi is. Now that’s a fond memory of my girlhood! 
 
    “Not me. I’ll have this tempura shrimp appetizer instead,” Ciara said. 
 
    “Bigot,” Midori grumbled. 
 
    “Mere provincial prejudice,” Fumiko added. 
 
    “I just don’t like raw fish! You two don’t like corned beef!” 
 
    “We like beef fine, just not when it’s embalmed.” 
 
    “And I like seafood… when it’s properly cooked.” 
 
    They bickered amiably while Luz looked over the other offerings. There were a number of Asian or Asian-influenced dishes of various types; she would have bet considerable sums that the duo of ISS officers would be going for one of the volcanic-sounding lamb curries. 
 
    American National Airways food had been getting a bit less conservative and considerably better since the Armistice, before which it had been moderately good Harvey House pseudo-French, with some regional American specialties and a dash of Mexican as alternatives to earnest but pedestrian attempts at coq au vin or salmon en papillote. American tastes in general had been growing a little less insular, particularly in the big cities and at the top of the social pyramid. 
 
    And of course on trans-Pacific runs they have to compete with Dai-Nippon teikoku kōkū—Japanese Imperial Airways—for ticket-holders. 
 
    Midori looked up over Luz’s shoulder. “Here comes your fighting-scout squadron, mommies!” she chuckled. “All kitted out!” 
 
    Susan Zhou was walking backward down the spiral staircase, placing her feet in their embroidered Chinese slippers with slow easy grace and—to an expert eye—ready to move with swift grace if anyone fell. The children followed with Colleen in the lead, all wearing and carrying their surprise presents. The gift was little knit caps mimicking an aviator’s helmet, complete with goggles, and stuffed toy kittens with wings. The kitties were aloft in each small right hand, and their daughters were all humming softly—presumably engine noise. Mary’s Teddy was astride her winged cat, with his tiny cowboy hat pinned to his palm, like a bronco-buster… something which the actual Uncle Teddy had done, though by all accounts with more doggedness than skill. 
 
    Luz felt a swell of… 
 
    An uncomplicated emotion, for once, she thought. I think this is more or less what a mother cat feels for her kittens, except that I can think about it and she can’t. It started the day they were born—¡Dios Mio! but that was uncomfortable!—and it’s only gotten more so. I’m worried about them, badly, but… 
 
    Considered coldly, this was the safest arrangement. They had five guardians she trusted to do their absolute and uttermost to protect them; and four of them were in the very first rank when it came to a killing fight, the fourth was solidly competent if not brilliant, and was brilliant at other aspects. Whatever had happened to the Sommermann family… 
 
    —our children are as well protected from it as I can imagine them being. Beyond a certain point, more guards just get in each other’s way and make infiltration easier in clandestine work. 
 
    The kittens banked in impressive unity as they stepped down on the varnished spruce veneer of the deck, circled the staircase until they were in line again, and came in to land on the other table; for a moment Luz could have sworn she saw them with her children’s eyes, huge benevolent fuzzy beasts, stalwart and brave, coming in with a torrent of wing-beats and storm-wind for the regal princesses to dismount. 
 
    Red-silk scarves were thrown back with veteran panache from petite-aviator necks—startling a broad smile out of the stewardess bringing cutlery to their table… 
 
    “I recognize that,” Ciara said. “It’s just the way Captain Earhart did it with her scarf, in that documentary—you know: The Woman With Eagle’s Wings. The one with the experimental high-wing monoplane, and close-cowled radial engine, and with an exhaust-powered supercharger. She set an altitude record with that, a record for any pilot.” 
 
    Luz chuckled; now that her partner pointed it out she remembered it herself, a joint production of the Department of Public Information and the Air Corps played with the newsreels, about the young woman who was the first American of her sex to be commissioned with wings—as a ferry pilot, right at the end of the Great War—and who’d since gone on to a peacetime career as a test pilot for Curtis Aeronautics. 
 
    “Bravo, sweetie,” she murmured to Ciara… who, she noticed, remembered the aircraft more than the pilot. “That was a wonderful idea you had, with the cats and the helmets.” 
 
    “Bravo yourself—you were the one who got the staff at the Palace to sew on the wings for us.” 
 
    The girls trooped over to give their mothers and their obachans a kiss. 
 
    “We were fighting flying monkeys!” Colleen said and struck her idea of a Noble Heroic Attitude with a hand shading her brow, an image taken from the cover of one of Luz’s copies of Argosy All-Story. The others nodded happily. 
 
    “You’re our little flying monkeys,” Luz said. 
 
    “That’s silly, Mommy,” Luciana said loftily. “We’re pilots. The kitties fly.” 
 
    “And my Jane the Boss Cat flies bestest,” Colleen said. 
 
    “She does not!” Patricia said hotly. 
 
    “Does so!” 
 
    The skills of each girl’s rival imaginary flying kitty were evidently already a sore point. 
 
    “And what Air Corps do you fly for?” Ciara asked solemnly; disputes of that nature had led to stomping on toes and hair-pulling. 
 
    “We’re the… the 1st Oz Squadron!” Lucinda said. 
 
    “Queen Glinda’s Own!” Colleen filled in. 
 
    “She knighted us, Mommies!” Mary said. “With a sword and everything! And my Teddy, too. He’s Sir Teddy now.” 
 
    Susan Zhou nodded behind them, smiling and making a dubbing gesture as if she held one of her hook-swords. 
 
    “Well, you’d better switch off your kitties’ motors for dinner,” Luz said. 
 
    “We’ll be good, mommy Luz… mommy Princess Ozma,” Mary said virtuously, and the others all nodded—they were very conscious of the privilege of dining here, rather than in the stateroom. 
 
    “Really, really, really good,” Mary added—and at least by comparison, she usually was. 
 
    “I’m sure you will be,” Luz said, she and Ciara giving additional kisses and pats. “Now, show us what big girls you are, my brave kitty pilots! As officers and gentlewomen of the Oz Air Corps!” 
 
    “You order for them and yourself, Susan,” Ciara said, and added: “You pilots eat up your rations so you can keep up your strength!” 
 
    “Aye Aye, Mommy General Jinjur!” Luciana said, saluting. 
 
    Ciara smiled. “But I’m not afraid of mice!” she said. 
 
    “That was… she was just pretend scared of mice,” Colleen said. 
 
    They’d gotten Susan with them—and authorized to eat in the passenger’s dining room, rather than with the lower-ranking crew—by the simple expedient of buying her a ticket like their own. The rather stiff and authentically French maître d’hôtel had agreed to the girls and to special chairs for them… though he’d also delicately but unmistakably indicated that other arrangements would have to be made in the event of noise and disruption, and that little girls should be in bed before the dancing-and-party period of the evening got really underway. 
 
    Luz shrugged inwardly; the children would pout if the family had to shift to having their meals sent to the staterooms, but it was only for a few days in either case. 
 
    Susan laid out the children’s chopsticks, and would oversee how they used them, correcting with gentle patience… in Mandarin and Shanghainese alternately, correcting that as well. The girls replied in the same languages, chatting among themselves mostly in the same as they shifted effortlessly. 
 
    “We’ll do an Asian medley tonight and share?” Luz said. “Except for dessert. I have my heart set on the Babas au Rhum. One each for us and two for the girls, if everyone agrees?” 
 
    Midori nodded with a look of thanks; her injured arm wasn’t up to much knife-and-fork yet, but all that could be done one-handed. Including the Babas, which were French, small cylindrical risen cakes studded with dried fruit and then soaked in Rimbaud rum from Guadeloupe after baking, the hollow centers—babas were baked in a ring mold—filled with whipped cream and fresh fruit, in this case raspberries. Fumiko opened her mouth—almost certainly to suggest steak or lobster all ‘round—and subsided at a quelling glance. 
 
    The children all took a piece of binnana-maguro from the rectangular appetizer plates when they arrived, small squares of vinegary rice topped with white-veined Albacore. Susan Zhou passed on that; she didn’t like Japanese-style food at all, or possibly just didn’t like Japan, though Luz gave her credit for never trying to spread the attitude to the girls. 
 
    Who are attracting a few bemused looks from Japanese passengers, she thought. You don’t often see blond and redheaded youngsters happily wolfing down sushi with chopsticks. 
 
    That wasn’t a problem, since it fitted perfectly with her cover as a dealer in Oriental art and antiques. Susan gave the red-braised pork belly and Drunken Chicken she’d ordered for the children’s table a look of surprised respect when it arrived, after she’d sampled it. 
 
    “They must have a Shanghainese cook in the kitchen, madam,” she said to Luz… in Shanghainese. “I was expecting edible at best from some Cantonese cannibal. Worse from a foreign devil-ghost trying to cook like us.” 
 
    “American National Railways has a new hotel building in the International Settlement in Shanghai, and probably got the cook for the Chinese portion of the menu from there,” Luz said. 
 
    She lifted her bowl of Katsudon and took one of the breaded flash-fried pork loin slices from it; they were in a brown sauce of soy sauce, sake, lemon juice and pureed tomatoes, prunes, dates, apples, carrots, onions and celery, with a fried egg beneath and all on a bed of Japanese-style rice. 
 
    And then as the wording of what Susan had said struck her she swallowed and said, puzzled: 
 
    “Cantonese cannibal?” 
 
    “They eat pork, don’t they?” Susan said. 
 
    Luz shared her snicker, and reflected that she really had mastered the language: humorous word-play was the last thing to really register from any new tongue. 
 
    Then Susan took some rice from her bowl and sighed. “But it’s American rice, the grains flowing like water. Rice is supposed to clump. It did for that raw-fish thing, why not for this?” 
 
    By the time the children had consumed two Babas au Rhum between them they were showing signs of a digestive torpor brought on by a very exciting day, no afternoon nap plus a full dinner and were nodding and yawning. Susan led them off heavy-eyed, the mounts of the 1st Pursuit Squadron of the Oz Air Corps tucked under their arms this time, engines mute. The lights were dimmed as most of the passengers finished dinner and either left for their staterooms, rose to cluster and socialize near the rail, or began to dance. The night outside was dense-dark save for the bright Pacific stars and would stay so until the half-moon rose in the wee small hours. 
 
    The band struck up a more lively dance tune. They weren’t Jelly Roll, but they were certainly giving it their all, and Luz thought doing quite well. 
 
    “Oh, my, that was delicious,” Ciara said as she demolished the last of her baba and patted her lips. “Even without the raw fish.” 
 
    “I feel like the python that swallowed the puppy,” Midori said, and politely hid a belch behind her napkin. “Fights to the death and the prospect of peril make me hungry. Who’d have thought?” 
 
    “And I’d say food makes you hungry, and it mysteriously vanishes halfway down your throat,” Ciara said. 
 
    “Shall we dance some of it off?” Luz said. “I’m supposed to be a Mexican aristo, even if she’s an American’s widow…” 
 
    Which could mean someone plausibly unwilling to dance with men not introduced by their families, an attitude a bit old-fashioned in upper-class circles north of what had been the border. Anyway, there were usually a few women dancing together in any substantial group at a public venue, for one reason or another and with no necessary assumption of any romantic irregularity. There were three female couples out on the floor foxtrotting away right now, two of them Chinese from their clothing and one some sort of undifferentiated white people who might have been from anywhere. 
 
    And it used to be fairly common for men to dance together if there weren’t any women available, though it isn’t so much anymore at… conventional… places. I remember Papa talking about how that happened in camps at mines and construction sites in wild places when I was a little girl. I think it may change eventually for us, too, but not yet, por suerte! 
 
    Luz led Fumiko out, and they settled into a well-paced foxtrot, which was fun—the Taguchi girls were both excellent dancers, and the three of them had actually learned the basics together with Luz from Luz’s own mother at the Casa de los Amantes starting twenty years ago. Mrs. Taguchi had never learned the Western styles, considering mixed dancing in couples rather scandalous anyway. Ciara and Midori were doing the same, but much more cautiously due to Midori’s injuries. 
 
    The intact Taguchi sister grinned at Luz as she executed a slightly more daring underarm whirl from the closely related Baltimore Promenade dance, to the syncopated beat and Luz’s lead. 
 
    “At least I can rely on you not to murmur sweet romantic nothings in my ear with erotic intent,” she said. “Which happened at Bryn Mawr dances a fair bit.” 
 
    “Can’t say I didn’t warn you, mi amiga. How did that feel?” 
 
    “Usually flattering but a bit strange,” she said. 
 
    Considerably later Luz and Ciara—after a final slow waltz together, a shower and the change into nightgear—looked in one last time through the door between their stateroom and the children’s. That was set up with four bunkbeds and a folding cot for Susan; the girls were all sound asleep, with their winged kitties tucked close—for Mary, the cat and her Teddy. A night-light was left on; Susan raised her head from the pillow of her cot and brought a finger to her lips and nodded both ways, meaning that the children were deeply asleep and had been happy when heads hit pillows. Her hook-swords were hung on the wall over her head, their ornamented sheaths making them look like harmless artistic embellishments… though not if you examined the worn, sweat-stained hilts. 
 
    The parents nodded, and Luz made the gesture they’d worked out for no absolutely no interruptions without warning by anyone, and Ciara chuckled very softly. They closed the door carefully, and Luz reached for her partner. She was in pajamas, and the other in a nightgown with a bow fastener at the bosom. It was silk, but not transparent—their stateroom had a sink as well as a fold-down night table and a closet, but the actual bathroom (with shower-stalls) was further down the corridor in this fourth, passenger, deck. 
 
    This was the section limited to females or females and their young children—the larger number of couples were in the middle and the much larger unaccompanied-males segment further up, towards the bows. Stars slid by outside, through the exterior porthole-shaped window that the Leviathan had for the more expensive rooms. It was already a little warmer despite nightfall, as they slid along the Great Circle route that would take them most of the way to the Equator by the time they reached Asia. 
 
    Luz smiled with happy carnal anticipation and reached for the bow on Ciara’s nightgown. 
 
    “Ah, not yet!” Ciara said softly, touching her hand; the soundproofing was better than the first airship Luz had traveled on, but you still had to be moderately careful. “I have a present for you, too!” 
 
    “Can I unwrap it?” Luz said. “Pleaaaaase?” 
 
    “It’s not that. Well, yes, that… but not right away, darling.” 
 
    She pulled something out of her cabin-bag where it rested on the folding stand at the foot of the queen-sized bed; it was a long feather from a peacock’s tail, and she stroked the feathery edge up under Luz’s chin, bringing a soft tingling that ran down to her toes and back again. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” Luz said. “But you didn’t like that…” 
 
    “I’m too ticklish,” Ciara said firmly. “But it occurred to me that you’re not. So I’m directing the orchestra this time.” 
 
    “I put myself in your hands, conductor,” Luz said with a quiet chuckle. “For the moment.” 
 
    “Good! Now, top off… pants off…” 
 
    Luz complied, trying for gracefulness and at least… 
 
    Avoiding too much haste. ¡Dios mio, but she smells good! 
 
    “Now the knickers. Feet apart… shoulders back… link your hands behind your head… and close your eyes and don’t move.” 
 
    There was only a very slight motion sensed in the air before a gentle stroking began under her chin and moved to her collarbones. 
 
    That feels… feathery, Luz thought as a shiver ran over her skin. 
 
    “Oh, it’s fun when you get imaginative in your gifts, querida! How can I ever thank you for the present?” 
 
    She kept her eyes shut, but could feel the warmth as Ciara leaned close and whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Never fear! I’ll think of something!” 
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    his is a lot more comfortable than it would have been before the war,” Luz said, sipping at her iced lemonade and soda-water and leaning back in the rattan planter’s chair to enjoy a pleasant afternoon. 
 
    It wasn’t quite a Bombay Fornicator, but it had an unmistakable look and feel of Britons-in-the-Lands-Where-Butter-Melts, with the caveat that the Britons in question were ones who had a lot of money. So did the marble-floored lobby, dark wood and white plaster, Edwardian sumptuousness slightly overlain with a recent renovation in the clean-line modern style. 
 
    Though if and when we get a place of our own here I’m going to see if I can drum up an actual Bombay Fornicator from somewhere. Just remembering a picture of one gave me… ideas. 
 
    And there was none of that subliminal vibration of airship travel, which nowadays on the big ships was so faint you didn’t notice it until it was gone. That gave an odd sense of stillness that had taken the night and morning to gradually fade. 
 
    “It’s quite comfy weatherwise,” Midori said. “Like any nice day back home in good old Santa Barbara. I sort of expected it to be as hot as Tampico.” 
 
    She spoke the name like a curse. Luz knew the sisters had spent an August in that Gulf-coast city during their internship, loaned from the Zacatecas Station to broaden their experience in the Mexican Protectorate—and, her old friend and fellow Bryn Mawr alumnus the Station Chief had told her in private correspondence, to experience parts of the Black Chamber not run by one Mrs. Julie Durán and her assistant Henrietta Colmer, lest they develop unrealistic expectations about the amount of trouble, friction and general dimwit cussedness they could expect from the other half of the human race in the organization. And learn to work around it, a tiresome but inescapable necessity. 
 
    Zacatecas was a highland area, warm on summer days, cool at night even then, dry most of the year and downright chilly in the winter. The great Gulf oil-port was tolerable if warm in winter and a rancid steam-bath in the summer. With the added boon of a greasy film of petroleum products on every surface, including your skin after a while. And that happened every single day of the year. 
 
    “And it smells a lot better than Tampico too—they had essence of harbor and bilge like here —“ 
 
    The Astor House Hotel was on Whangpoo Road, fronting the river of that name—sometimes spelled Huangpu—a tributary that ran north into the Yangtze in this delta country. A man-made tributary, in fact, cut by Lord Chunsen twenty-one hundred years ago during the Warring States period, though nature had been hard at work on it ever since. 
 
    Can’t walk a block here without stubbing your toe on history even in a mushroom of a city like Shanghai, Luz thought. Worse than Italy that way. 
 
    “—but minus the gigantic oil refineries and tanks and gas-flares and general distinct tint of the sewers of Hell. I swear the product there is half sulfur.” 
 
    The Astor Hotel was just northeast of the junction with Suzhou Creek, itself a substantial stream linked to the old Grand Canal that ran… or had run… most of the way to Peking for many centuries. There were workaday maritime smells in plenty, brackish water first and foremost, but in fact the lobby was scented mostly with huge bunches of flowers in Chinese vases on the polished tables, plus the fine wax and other aromas of a top-end hotel, with a disagreeable amount of tobacco smoke thrown in. 
 
    Luz grinned. “Yes, but according to Susan… you should talk to her more, it’s educational… this is the finest time of year and in the summer it’s like a Turkish bath in an airless suburb of Hell… or like Manhattan in August, or Tampico. This is the delta of the Yangtze, just like Tampico’s in the delta of the Pánuco. Por así decirlo, it’s a swamp. And for six months of the year it’s a hot, rainy swamp.” 
 
    Both sisters shuddered. 
 
    “Snow in winter, too?” Fumiko said with distaste. 
 
    “Once or twice a year. It’s sort of like Washington that way, apparently—the one on the Potomac. And think what it would be like if we were wearing what our mothers would have had to wear twenty years ago,” Luz said, and raised a finger. “And no backtalk about kimono! Your mother didn’t wear those much out of the house!” 
 
    The finger had been metaphorically aimed at the sisters, but a Chinese steward in a white ankle-length robe and embroidered blue vest slid over on noiseless slippered feet with more glasses of the iced lemonade and sparkling soda-water and a fresh teapot for Ciara. Electric fans—rather than the traditional coolie-powered punkahs—stirred a breeze that cast a pleasant coolness across her skin. Apparently Shanghai, or at least the foreign-ruled sections thereof, had had all the modern conveniences for some time. 
 
    She’d seen her mother swelter often enough in the full fig of Edwardian upper-middle-class respectability even in mild Santa Barbara and far worse in the tropics, involving yards and yards and pounds of fabric no matter what the weather, including a corset, and Luz knew she’d grown up wearing the same in Cuba amid the sugarcane and mangos. There was no price too high for criollo hacendados to pay for maintaining respectability, particularly when their womenfolk were the ones who got the bill in terms of discomfort and prickly-heat rashes. 
 
    Her only child had been among the early-discarders with regard to that torso-armor, and had no truck with its pale rubberized navel-down successors, what some were calling a girdle. Right now her undergarments comprised knickers, bra, light openwork chemise, and sheer silk stockings held up at the upper thigh by being rolled over elastic garters. A Coco Chanel swimsuit would have been more comfortable, but not much more. 
 
    “Anyway, you Santa Barbarans are spoiled by living in a resort town with a perfect climate all year ‘round, beautiful as it is,” Ciara said. “It can be the same in January as July. And nobody does anything real there. You don’t just lose track of the days, it’s weeks and months sometimes!” 
 
    She was wearing a pale green day dress of Egyptian cotton, with a subtle bamboo-pattern woven into it, and an openwork belt of cloth sewn with very fine gold chain. Her fiery mane was plaited and lay on her neck in smooth interwoven coils. 
 
    “You live in Santa Barbara too!” Midori said. 
 
    “I grew up on Boston’s South Side, near the docks, and the factories and warehouses. People there work for a living, and there are smells,” Ciara retorted. “Winter and summer. No coal smoke meant slack times, and before the Party took charge that meant children going hungry.” 
 
    The Taguchi sisters were using subtle makeup and contrasting colors in their sleeved dresses—mid-cream linen and bleached-white cotton, one with shoulder-to-hem pleats and the other smooth with sprays of embroidery down the sides and along the hem—to deliberately not look alike, even having their sash belts at mid-hip and only an inch or two below the natural waist respectively. In this incarnation the Taguchis looked like vaguely similar young women of stylish tastes and Japanese ancestry, which made you aware of how much of their usual look was art rather than nature… and how good they were at it. 
 
    “Our parents have worked all their lives!” Fumiko said, slightly indignantly. “In Japan and Santa Barbara too— they were both peasants. Taguchi Gardens started out with just the two of them, doing everything themselves fourteen hours a day!” 
 
    Ciara nodded. “Just so. And now they’ve got a considerable business, making beautiful gardens… for people who don’t have to work.” 
 
    She lifted her teacup and sipped, pointing her pinkie finger at Luz as she did so. She’d been delighted to find that tea British-style was available here, the sort she’d grown up drinking with her Dublin-born father. What the Chinese thought of gwáilóu pouring milk and sugar into their national beverage was best left unsaid. 
 
    “And my acushla works… but because she wants to, not because she has to, to answer your question before it’s insultingly spoken. You two are irritating by design, I think, to throw people off balance… and because you just enjoy sticking pins in people’s bottoms to make them jump, but you don’t like it coming back your way so much, eh?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Midori said indignantly. “Irritating on purpose? We’re typical self-effacing, excruciatingly polite nisei girls who simper and apologize with every second breath.” 
 
    “We’re walking archetypes that way! So sorry!” 
 
    “Please excuse us!” 
 
    “Excuse us for existing!” 
 
    “Besides, you’re sleeping in the silk-sheeted bed she—" 
 
    Midori gave a flick of the eyes at Luz. 
 
    “—inherited, nowadays, however much smoke and honest toil you grew up with above that bookstore.” 
 
    “Leisure class, that’s me,” Luz said genially. “Nice work if you can get it. I managed it by carefully selecting parents further away from being peasants—forty years for Papá, counting from the day his grandfather crawled half-dead off the ship from Ireland in Boston, and about four hundred for Mima.” 
 
    Ciara sighed. “Ah, and I’m being too much of a judge and just a bit of a prig, I’ll admit. And my love and I have raised children in Santa Barbara, which is work any way you count it and anywhere you do it. And while I’m being fair, there are a lot of fishermen and ranchers and people raising olives and grapes and whatnot around there. That’s just as much work as stevedoring on the Southside docks, or putting in a day in a shoe factory, and so is digging a ditch or repairing an automobile.” 
 
    “Even if you shed the sweat in pretty surroundings with good weather,” Luz said, and grinned. “We own one of the ranches, you may remember.” 
 
    As befitted her aristo-entrepreneurial role and her own tastes, Luz wore the most elaborate outfit: a simple white knee-length Chinese white silk tunic with woven lily patterns in pale gold over her chemise, and over that a sleeved dress of cream lace with a hem two inches longer to provide the outline, the combination being respectably opaque but well-ventilated. It was enough to make a nice fall day in Shanghai perfectly comfortable, though she might add a wrap after dark. 
 
    This outfit would make even Manhattan in August bearable at least. Possibly. 
 
    Four varieties of oxfords completed their ensembles; being travelers made the sturdy low-heeled shoes nothing remarkable—half the women staying at the hotel wore them. The most unfashionable element was their purses, all slightly larger than was chic, with Luz in cordovan leather and the others in embroidered silk, and all with thin shoulder-straps. 
 
    When worn resting on the right hip they were all, very effectively but inconspicuously, fast-draw holsters for their .40 Amazon automatics and the flaps and their catches were designed so that they looked normal but could be flicked open in an instant without interrupting the motion that put gun in hand. You didn’t need a firearm all that often in this line of work, but it did happen now and then… and when you did, you needed it very badly indeed. 
 
    And I’ve spotted guns on at least a third of the guests, which would be high even in New Orleans or Chicago, and even these days, Luz thought; Uncle Teddy’s example had spread widely in America. It’s a wild old town, and no mistake, if this is what the best hotel in the city is like. 
 
    The clientele was mixed white and Asian, louche tourists and business-folk with a fair number of prosperous-desperado types in all ethnic groups. Many Japanese, many locals who combined sleek good grooming with a raffish air, and a scattering from all over the world with a similar hungry, wolfish stamp. Luz would have been surprised if half of the deals being discussed at the tables and elsewhere, including the Shanghai Stock Exchange in the other wing of this building, didn’t involve drugs, weapons or both. 
 
    Or some other form of skullduggery up to and including fencing goods for river-pirates or sky-pirates. With a lively sideline in selling information and each other. 
 
    Apparently in Shanghai, business was just business… 
 
    And business is God, by God. 
 
    For that matter, discreet hints from the staff and glimpses had made it plain that the all-inclusive room service mentioned in the brochure here included food, booze, boys, girls, combinations thereof, and hashish, cocaine, morphine, heroin and opium on demand. And when she said her personal secretary would be sharing her suite, the desk had asked one bed or two, madam? without batting an eye or raising a brow. 
 
    Which is perfectly praiseworthy in itself. As an indicator, however… 
 
    The steward arrived again, with two Morkrumographs—teletype telegraphs, the very latest thing—on a silver salver. They were distracted by the simultaneous arrival of Suzan Zhou and the First Pursuit Squadron of the Oz Air Corps—complete with knit helmets and scarves and their flying kitties doing vigorous Immelmann turns. All were dressed in light cotton pinafores over pretty drop waisted dresses, and bright-eyed after their post-luncheon nap. 
 
    When the children were settled Ciara slit hers open… and squeaked and held it in a shaking hand. 
 
    At Luz’s raised brows she passed it over wordlessly. It read, after address codes indicating to a knowledgeable eye that it had been routed through the Chamber’s Washington DC HQ and San Francisco Station: 
 
    Patent D066346 acquired relevant Dept. 50% royalties deposited as per. Congratulations. N. 
 
    At the sisters’ enquiring looks Luz went on while her partner was speechless: 
 
    “The US military is adopting certain improvements to the Lewis light machine gun… patented jointly by a certain highly technical gentleman —” 
 
    That meant N, Nicolai Tesla, head of the Black Chamber’s Technical Section since its founding in 1913 courtesy of Uncle Teddy’s habit of acting as patron to those he thought worthy. Though he wasn’t exactly an administrator; others handled that. He had a laboratory complex in upstate New York where he and a coterie of acolytes worked on whatever the Chamber needed, trained novices, dispensed advice, analyzed what the Chamber acquired one way or another, sometimes with blood-spatters on the blueprints or samples to be reverse-engineered, and in between tinkered with whatever interested him and them without having to worry about business matters. 
 
    “—and by my beloved secretary here under a pseudonym. She actually did all the work.” 
 
    “I did not… well, most of it, but he thought it was all very clever! The original return spring, circular like a clock with that clumsy ratchet—a hydraulic buffer and ordinary coil in the butt is so much simpler and better. Lighter, lasts longer, reduces the felt recoil. And a thirty-round vertical box magazine, that’s obvious. The pan feed let dirt into the action and it’s mechanically indexed… there’s this cam on top of the bolt and a pawl mechanism via a lever. The opportunities for something to break in the field are disgusting. One simple Z-shape magazine spring and that’s all gone! Even if it breaks, you just change magazines! Efficient!” 
 
    Luz grinned. “I remember you saying something like that in that burnt-out farmhouse in France in ’16, after we crashed the airship we stole in Berlin and while we waited for the Stoßtruppen to attack.” 
 
    “It was obvious,” Ciara repeated. “And we needed that Lewis in working order.” 
 
    “Very badly, and you did get it working.” 
 
    Ciara nodded absently. “The original design’s so… so fiddly. And I think my… with the spring and buffer strong enough to keep the bolt-carrier from ever actually quite hitting the backstop… that will make the recoil much more… more constant. Easier to hold steady, a steady push rather than a jackhammer. That was my idea and the tests bear it out.” 
 
    “Then why is N getting half the royalties?” 
 
    Ciara snorted. “Because he badgered me into doing it up as a proper proposal instead of just complaining and doodling. Because nobody would have paid attention, except that it had his name on it! Because he had the Technical Section make up models in their machine-shops and pushed and pushed the War Department to test them in field trials.” 
 
    Stoutly defending the man she’d hero-worshipped well before she ever met him or became something of a protege. Not simply for his scientific talent—she respected Edison, but disliked him, for reasons that only started with politics—but also because Tesla had come to America as a penniless Catholic immigrant with nothing but wits and self-administered learning and self-taught English, spent time working day-labor jobs, and won to fame and wealth and great power by sheer ability. 
 
    And despite the slight handicap of being barking mad and talking to floating blue flames nobody else can see. Pardon me: he’s eccentric. That’s what you call someone who’s famous… and wealthy.. and powerful, and… oh, yes… barking mad. 
 
    “Our offspring are going to be quite affluent young ladies,” Luz said thoughtfully, tapping the message against her chin and doing some mental calculations. 
 
    Ciara blinked. “Is it that much?” she asked. “More than the ones I’m getting for the Telemobiloscope improvements N and I did together?” 
 
    “Querida, it’s fifty percent of about… it looks like sixteen dollars per Lewis gun for the new model, and half that for the ones being retrofitted, which will be all of them or nearly… and we and our allies use a lot of Lewis guns.” 
 
    “Oh.” A smile and a shrug and: “Into the trust fund it goes!” 
 
    The Germans and Japanese will just copy it gratis, of course, the way we did Mauser A.G.’s quick-change barrel. 
 
    Money on a personal level bored Luz, who’d never had to worry about having enough for what she really wanted. That was something she shared with her honorary Uncle the President, who also resembled her in having had a substantial but not immense amount of it passed on by a father who died early. Unlike him she hadn’t blown her inheritance on wild-eyed gambles like that ranch in the Dakotas. Which had given him fame when he wrote about it, just before it went under in the wreck of the open-range era on the northern plains, when the great winter blizzards of 1886-7 left millions of skinny, deep-frozen cows filling gullies and piled against fences. 
 
    She’d left her inheritance in the conservatively managed trust her father had set up instead, with only a little general direction now and then, mostly drawing on her insider-knowledge of how politics was going to go—pulling out of meat-packing and canning because she knew the new farmers’ co-ops were going to take it over, for instance. The trust fund had grown considerably, tracking the flourishing of the American economy in general and in particular the firms her father’s intelligent engineering-trained mind had thought likely to do best in the new age of technology. 
 
    Ciara liked having money, with an occasional pang of lower-middle-class shopkeeper thrift-guilt, but in an absent-minded way that was less practical still. It had taken weeks of argument to get her to agree to accept an undivided half-interest in the O’Malley trust. 
 
    Luz had had to invoke with all my worldly goods I thee endow to accomplish that. 
 
    “It’ll increase the total by at least a third,” Luz said. “Possibly by half. Or maybe more.” 
 
    “Plutocratic privilege,” Midori muttered, past an ostentatiously pouting lower lip. 
 
    “Merchants of death!” Fumiko added. “I shall taste blood in every sip and bite I shamelessly sponge off you two in the future!” 
 
    “Silence, oh thou proletarian rabble dust-beneath-my-expensively-shod-feet,” Luz said without looking up, opening her telegram in turn. 
 
    Ciara smiled and tucked the message from Nicolai Tesla away. Then she rapped her knuckles on her forehead: 
 
    “Oh, speaking of money, I’ve been going over the figures on the art sales, and it definitely isn’t enough. Not for what… Mr. X is buying,” Ciara said. 
 
    She was perfectly competent with finance as long as it was large-scale and abstract, an input problem in engineering like costing a project. That way she could treat it like transmission losses in a high-voltage cable, and not money in the sense of the stuff you used to buy food or clothes. 
 
    Luz’s brows went up. “They were wrong at HQ about what it’s being used for?” 
 
    “No, no, they’re right—the links between the accounts and payouts are plain. Just a little complex.” 
 
    Which means I couldn’t understand them with a map, a native guide and a year and a day to do it, Luz thought. 
 
    “But it’s only about… say at most four-tenths… of the cost of what we know was purchased. Not counting the extras for doing things under the table, so to say. When you throw in the cost of the things we haven’t found out about… but I know they must have done them because you’d need those things to make it all work. Construction equipment, structural steel, concrete, raw chemicals, wages for skilled and common labor, incidental expenses. Especially getting all those things to somewhere remote, which probably meant an on-site powerplant as well as transport costs, building housing from scratch, then there’s fuel and maintenance on that. There must be some other sources as well. I’ve done an analysis and included it with the rest of the coded messages, they need to know at HQ.” 
 
    Funds were to many clandestine operations what spoor was to a hunt. Midori and Fumiko visibly came alert, like cats raising their heads from their paws and cocking ears and whiskers forward at the sound of prey. Luz nodded acknowledgment as she read; the whole mission had been rushed, so finding gaps in their background briefings wasn’t totally surprising. 
 
    “¡Aja!” Luz said softly as she finished her telegram 
 
    This message was on-mission, and it had been relayed via a cut-out she’d established through the San Francisco station. “This explains a few things, possibly related to what you just said. It’s from Manion.” 
 
    They all nodded, remembering the head of the SFPD’s Chinatown Squad. 
 
    “Some of the girls at 920… that refuge run by Tien Fuh Wu and Donaldinda Cameron in San Francisco… did recognize the mug-shots of a couple of the men we… dealt with.” 
 
    “The ones we killed?” Midori said. 
 
    “Stabbed, chopped, cut, shot? And drove to suicide?” Fumiko specified. 
 
    “That too. They remembered them bargaining with the Suey Sing Tong to sell girls, over six months ago… which must have been a separate visit. Girls from Gansu and Shaansi… around Xian, too.” 
 
    “Up north again.” Midori frowned. “And why would they use the same personnel for both operations? That’s bad craft. It’s like a villain in a story, being stupid because they’re villainous.” 
 
    Her sister answered: “Maybe Mr. X has a limited supply of people he can trust?” 
 
    Midori wound some of her bobbed hair around a finger and tugged thoughtfully. 
 
    “Possibly. The ones we fought were… very sincere.” 
 
    “Or insane bloodthirsty fanatics.” 
 
    “Same thing, sis, looking at it from our side.” 
 
    “Manion’s pursuing that, more to follow, and he’s given me the name of a local contact here. Let’s have afternoon tea and wait a bit,” Luz said, and called the steward back and gave him a telephone number and a brief message: 
 
    Smith waits. Lobby Astor House Hotel. 
 
    “And while we’re waiting, we can play spot the concealed weapon. This is a good place for it.” 
 
    There were muted groans; Luz wasn’t going to be satisfied until they were as good at it as she was. 
 
    An hour later a short, slim man in a conservative cream-linen suit and Panama hat held in his left hand came up to their table. With one of the burly bearded ex-Indian Army types in bemedaled white kurta-tunic, pantaloons, boots, turban and red sash that the high-end hotels here used as doormen and security guards frowning disapprovingly behind. 
 
    The disapproval was probably due to his skin-color, which was a very dark brown just short of midnight black. In America she’d have thought Negro, but his features were narrow and straight, with high cheekbones and a thin nose and his hair was about the texture of her own and with the same iridescent, polished raven-wing sheen. When he spoke, it was in good English with a singsong accent. 
 
    “Mrs. Smith?” 
 
    He pronounced it Smeeeth, with just the ghost of a silent vowel tacked on the end. She nodded and he continued: 
 
    “I am Assistant Inspector Sathyalingam Suntharalingam of the Shanghai Municipal Police, Criminal Investigation Department.” 
 
    He spoke the name slowly so that the unfamiliar syllables came through clearly as he proffered his ID, which he’d probably brought along for the occasion. Ciara mouthed the name silently as Luz examined the document, the Taguchis gave a look of intent thought for a second, and Luz nodded with a slight cool smile—sounds had always come easily to her. So did noticing the shoulder holster, though it was worn skillfully, and there was something up his left sleeve. Luz couldn’t identify it, but she’d have bet considerable sums it had a point and at least one edge, though a cosh like hers full of lead shot was also a possibility. 
 
    He also seemed a little surprised but hid it well when she rose, shook his hand and indicated a seat. The grey upturned mustaches of the ex-soldier doorman fairly bristled, and he turned away reluctantly, averting his eyes after the detective pulled something from his pocket and showed it to him in the cup of his hand. Hotel security and the local police usually had a working relationship, even if not a friendly one. 
 
    “I believe we have a mutual friend,” the white-suited man said, his ink-pool black eyes expressionless. “A cat who catches rats.” 
 
    Luz nodded slightly; Inspector Manion’s nickname in Chinatown was a good-enough code. She tapped a finger on the Morkrumograph where it rested on the glass tabletop beside small plates with the remains of lemon drizzle slices, raspberry and chocolate teacakes, pistachio and orange madeleines, and scones with strawberry jam and clotted cream Devon-style. 
 
    “I presume you’re the Hindu flatfoot? The one who really has a handle on the local Tongs?” Luz said. 
 
    “Ah, flatfoot!” 
 
    The detective’s face suddenly grew more human. 
 
    “The American slang—because policemen walk and stand so much—so picturesque, indeed!” he said with a chuckle—almost a giggle. “Yes, I am Hindu… though in Singapura where I was born, those from around Madras… where my grandparents came… we are called Tamil or Thamizhar. And yes, my colleague of San Francisco and I have corresponded for some years, very fruitfully, while I was in Singapore and then here since the Armistice, oh, yes indeed, though informaleee also, on the most wicked trafficking in girls.” 
 
    He’d been speaking quietly, but also cast a glance around; every fourth man and third woman in the lobby might as well have had SPY tattooed on their foreheads… and those were the least dangerous ones. Not a few had obviously recognized him, either personally or as a policeman, and were getting nervous, or hostile, or both. 
 
    He cleared his throat and said tactfully: “Perhaps we could take a trip to the Garden Park, so beautiful for a stroll on a fine day, and discuss matters, memsahib? I could introduce you to someone who has, shall we say, solutions to mutual problems.” 
 
    Luz nodded and made a gesture, and her party all rose. His eyes widened a little as Susan and the children obviously prepared to accompany them. 
 
    “What could be more innocent than a lady, her children and her household taking the air in a park on a beautiful autumn day, Señor?” Luz said. 
 
    “Oh, most clever!” he said, smiling at the girls, who were staring at him with interest while humming for engine-noise and bobbing their kitties up and down to simulate air-currents. “And the little memsahibs, so pretty, of an age with some of my own children, yes, they disarm the eye, yes indeed!” 
 
    His dark eyes flicked over Ciara, the Taguchis, and Susan… and then back to Susan in sudden speculation, running over the Chinese cloth satchel she carried slung from her right shoulder, and Luz thought he was also noting the way she moved. Not everyone saw servant and then stopped looking. 
 
    “You are more than an amah,” he said in good Shanghainese, no more accented than his English. 
 
    “I am in fact the amah of these young mistresses, sir,” Susan said with a slight bow and in the same dialect. 
 
    “That at least, miss,” he said. 
 
    “I prefer my employees to have multiple skills,” Luz said… also in that tongue. 
 
    She caught him giving them all more considering looks after that, and nodding to himself as they passed the huge, impassive doormen flanking the columned porte-cochere entrance to the lobby and went out into the bright sunlight and the wind from the water. 
 
    The red tile roof of the former Russian Consulate—now offices for the Shanghai Municipal Council—showed across the dense traffic of the street, and then the crowded river-traffic, from boats propelled by a single man sculling in the rear up through sailing craft, to river-steamers of all sizes and shapes that plied the Yangtze to the north and on to ocean-going freighters and liners in the docks that lined the great river. An airship was rising from the floating sheds a little downstream to the east, turning and dwindling to a dot; there were half-a-dozen aeroplanes in sight, buzzing past aloft or taking off from the water in the case of one twin-engine flying boat, not to mention clouds of raucous seagulls: Vega gulls, Mongolian gulls and Heuglin’s gulls. 
 
    Susan, Luz and Ciara engaged in a brief struggle which ended with the children putting their sun-hats on… over their aviator’s helmets, stubbornly accepting the trickles of sweat as the hardships of the life of a fighting-scout pilot, though from what she’d overheard of their ongoing game and reports Captain Colleen delivered with a salute, Luz thought they’d branched out into exploring other unknown lands for wonders and monsters. Fumiko and Midori stood elegantly looking elsewhere, Midori with her compact in hand examining her complexion and Fumiko smirking slightly. Like grandparents, an obachan could just hand the disagreeable aspects off to the parents. 
 
    That also let them unsuspiciously watch for suspicious movement. Even in an alien environment, bombarded with unfamiliar sights and smells, deadly intent had a distinctive sign, like the ripple in water before a shark’s fin broke the surface. Unless you were very well-trained, tailing someone was almost as obvious to the informed eye. 
 
    Detective Suntharalingam waved and taxis pulled up to this eastern side of busy Whangpoo Avenue. 
 
    “Slightleee more expensive than rickshaws, but less conspicuous, oh yes,” he said. “We would need four of those.” 
 
    Susan and their daughters took one of the taxis. The other was a near-identical match, a blocky, old-fashioned looking black vehicle with the driver exposed save for a canvas awning. The detective politely handed them up into the compartment. 
 
    Ciara cocked her head at the rattling, ticking sound of the motor. 
 
    “Four-cylinder inline monobloc engine?” she said. “Like a Model T?” 
 
    “Yes, madam. A Beardsley—their latest, from the new factoree in Melbourne, Australia, replacing the old one in Glasgow,” he said with Imperial pride. “More motorcabs every day, it seems. In Singapore my relatives tell me that they will replace rickshaws entirelee in another ten years.” 
 
    The two rows of seats were set up facing each other in the passenger compartment, another old-fashioned touch by American standards that reminded her of visits to London before the Great War. 
 
    Suntharalingam took the forward seat, flanked by the Taguchis. Fumiko rested her purse in her lap, with one hand inside it, which at need would let her shoot him without further movement. Midori had her hands inside her wide sleeves… which put the fingers of her right on the hilt of her tanto. Which would let her stab him through the throat with one snake-quick strike if she decided to. 
 
    From a quick flick of the eyes to either side, he was quite aware of the deadly, automatic calculations behind their slight, amiable smiles and positioning. 
 
    “You are not typical American ladies, I think,” he said. 
 
    “Nobody in this cab is typical, Inspector. Si? Except perhaps the driver,” Luz said. 
 
    That brought an acknowledging waggle of the head; it wasn’t any body language she was familiar with, but the meaning was plain. 
 
    “If I was typical, memsahib, I would be raising rice and millet in India, or tapping rubber-trees on a plantation north of Singapore, yes indeed. Now, the people I bring you to meet, they are not typical either.” 
 
    He gestured out the open sides of the vehicle. They were making their way… rather slowly given the dense swarming traffic and crowds… to the iron-girder Garden Bridge that crossed south across Suzhou creek to the northern end of the Bund proper, the famous waterfront district of Shanghai, where the International Settlement had started and where ships and ferries docked in the shadow of the great banks and office buildings, clubs and hotels. Garden Park was a smallish triangular area of grass, flowerbanks and trees around a bandstand just across the creek. There were newer, much larger parks further away from the business center, but the original founders of Shanghai had started with other priorities. 
 
    The driver leaned out of the window and cursed at a rickshaw caught behind an oxcart blocked by a motor-truck piled high with bolts of cloth wrapped in burlap, in a vomitus of scatology and obscenity that would put a New York cabbie to shame. The rickshaw-man threw back a dismissive comment suggesting the driver’s mother was a lady of negotiable affections who had given birth to him via the lower intestine; both were nearly lost in the background roar of sound despite being screamed at shrill maximum volume… 
 
    A squad of soldiers waited with fixed bayonets to one side of the bridge entrance, not stopping anyone or directing traffic but obviously ready for trouble. Their turtle-like helmets and R-13 self-loading rifles and Thompson guns were common to all the Oceanian militaries now, but the brownish-khaki jackets with knee-length shorts and blocky laced boots were unmistakably those of the British Army. 
 
    Though the faces… any one of them might be from the far-off isles, and the sergeant there certainly is, but the rest… 
 
    “Are those British troops?” she asked the detective. 
 
    “A matter of definitions. Those are Russians, serving in the Shanghai Volunteer Rifles to acquire the honorable… and much more secure, they being stateless now… status of British subjects like myself. Though the Rifles are commanded by officers appointed by the Municipal Council, not the British consul…” 
 
    He gave a wry grin. “My family became British subjects due to the East India Company’s condign walloping of the very naughtee Sultan of Mysore many, many years ago, you understand. As the English saying goes, being a British subject is… mmmm… a broad church.” 
 
    “I understand there are a good many Russians here now,” Luz said. 
 
    The briefing papers said the Japanese were encouraging departures from the several million square miles of formerly-Russia Siberia they now controlled, as Japanese poured in from their crowded homeland to take advantage of the vacant land and natural resources. 
 
    “Refugees, yes, fifty thousand of them here in Shanghai perhaps. Many more Europeans altogether than before the Great War too; the Russians, as many French, yes… from France, and also from French Indochina, along with many Annamese. Problems with the, ah, the new management. A few Dutch from the East Indies, but most of those go to Singapore and the Malay country.” 
 
    The Japanese had taken French Indochina in late 1916 too, ostensibly to keep the Central Powers out, the same justification they gave for grabbing off massive slices of Russia and all the Dutch East Indies about the same time. Except for Borneo and New Guinea, where the Brooke rajas of Sarawak and the Commonwealth of Australia respectively had preempted them by a whisker and a leap. Requests for Indo-China’s return from New Paris were ignored by Japan, and by everyone else, and the ruling junta of Overseas France presumably chalked it up to the long… very long… line of injuries and slights for which they’d exact revenge someday. The Japanese were encouraging departures there too, as their own settlers moved in on the rich rubber plantations of Annam and the rice-fields of the Mekong Delta and the oilfields of Sumatra. 
 
    “And as many British too—twenty times as many since the Armistice, more all the time, and now they have come to stay and their families too. That is true all over the eastern Empire, of course—even more in Singapore and the Malay States and Borneo than here, and in India above all.” 
 
    Another grin. “Now Her Imperial Majesty Victoria II rules all from New Delhi! There is a certain… irony to that. Long live the Queen-Empress!” 
 
    Ciara snorted, and Luz nodded, as the wheels drummed on the surface of the bridge. The water of the creek beneath them—in fact a substantial river nearly as broad as the Sacramento where it passed the California State capitol—was as crowded as the bridge. The big ocean-going steamers were further out in the Huangpu River proper, or at the docks along the Bund or in the new ones across on Pudong, the eastern shore. But trains of barges went by heaped with coal, or bricks, or sacks and bales and crates, one with an immense stack of cages containing depressed and angry chickens and several with trussed pigs protesting their fate, bringing in food and fuel and raw cotton from the countryside. Houseboats fluttering with laundry were passed by junks with their high sterns and slatted sails, and skiffs and ferries swarmed on the water, loading, unloading, bargaining in a dozen languages and dialects amid screaming and waving of arms… 
 
    “But what is the meaning of typical all the world around, in these new times? Shanghai grows very fast now. New factories all the time, cotton mills—British and American and Japanese and Chinese—and shipyards, chemical factories, power-plants, houses, schools, everything. Now we are one of the great cities of the world!” 
 
    Luz nodded. Shanghai’s area had grown as well as its population and trade. Before 1914 the International Settlement and the French Concession together had been only about twelve densely-packed square miles, with the old walled Chinese town to the south and the foreign zone surrounded by Chinese territory on all sides. 
 
    In late 1916 and into 1917, when the Japanese started grabbing while the grabbing was good all over East Asia the powers here had done some precautionary grabbing of their own—the Settlement now officially included both banks of the Huangpu river north to the junction with the Yangtze proper and a hinterland of about the size of New Jersey. The Japanese had gone along with it, since after all they were represented on the Shanghai Municipal Council and had the same extraterritorial privileges here as the Americans and Europeans and huge investments in shipping and industry. 
 
    They’d even forced their puppet emperor in Peking to ratify it ex post facto as a perpetual lease to the Shanghai Municipal Council, at about the same time they’d partitioned Siam with the British. Nobody had paid the least attention to the furious protests of the would-be Republic of China in Canton. Paper and words carried far less weight than gunboats and artillery. 
 
    So Shanghai was a colony, in a general sense, though not anyone’s colony in particular: mostly the Municipal Council ran it, and the businessmen and bankers ran that, and these days they didn’t answer to London or Paris… or even very much to the dead cities’ nominal successors in India or North Africa. It all reminded Luz of Venice in its glory days, a rapacious cosmopolitan city-state that loved gorgeous swank and swagger and pleasure, but let nothing get in the way of the bottom line at seventh and last. 
 
    “Also many more Chinese and Indians. Not just coolies and refugees from the warlords and famines. Many of the rich merchants and bankers and owners of factories here are Chinese, or Indians like me, or Armenians or Parsi or Jewish… Baghdadi Jews, mainly, who moved to Bombay generations ago, like our own Sir Victor Sassoon. And the same of many of the people who make things work. Clerks, skilled workers… It has always been so, since the city began.” 
 
    That had been in the 1840’s, in the middle of the long Pax Britannica that began with Napoleon’s exile and ended on an afternoon in Sarajevo in 1914. Modern Shanghai had started as a side-effect, when Britain decided to fire Indian opium down China’s throat via the cannon of their steamers, and cut off a few choice morsels at the same time—Hong Kong had been one. Shanghai another, though it had never been formally a British colony. She knew most of that, from her research on East Asia over the last few years, and her cover identity might well have too, but it was always valuable to get a new perspective on what ‘everyone knew’. 
 
    “The sahib-log, the English here… they were the rulers, but they were few before the war. Merchants, agents for the companies in the City of London. Even the Taipans who had their families with them sent their children home to school… even the Rajas of Sarawak, the Brookes, did that—though they are Maharajas of all Borneo now, eh, not just part of it, a family of ambitions, certainlee. But the City is gone, London is ruins and Britain is a place people flee, by the millions.” 
 
    He waved his hand again. “Since the 6th, everything changed, yes indeed.” 
 
    That date again, Luz thought. Even here. 
 
    The cities that died on that day had been in Europe. But six years later the shockwaves were still uprooting millions of lives half a planet distant from the cold North Sea, crashing around the world like endless tsunamis of change as old balances swung wildly. 
 
    Was there anything more we could have done… no, that way lies madness. If having someone as smart and strong and forethoughtful as Uncle Teddy in the White House didn’t prevent it, I can’t think what would have. It was fate. 
 
    The Tamil detective continued: “…now they are here to stay, as much as anyone is in this city of adventurers… which is to say, of the desperate. You know the Tongs, as they are called, in San Francisco?” 
 
    “Un poco,” Luz said, holding a thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “A little.” 
 
    “Here in Asia we say Triads. Societies, many ancient, some new: sometimes of people from one area, or speakers of one dialect, or followers of a trade or of a Buddhist or Taoist sect. Some were founded for politics, oh, yes. Or began as religious brotherhoods. Secret societies such as the White Lily and the Hung. Many such have turned to crime… instead of their original purposes, or along with them to raise funds. Before the war they skirmished, but had settled their spheres of influence. Now all that is in flux—and many new players are on the board.” 
 
    “Yes, señor. That is true in many places… and here more than some, I should think.” 
 
    He nodded, hesitated, and went on: “You have heard of the Qing Bang, the Green Gang?” 
 
    Luz nodded. “My amah who you spoke with is quite conversant with the Shanghai dialect and Mandarin, which I learned from her. Along with a good deal else.” 
 
    She said no more, and the Tamil detective simply murmured: 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Luz was silent too; she could feel Ciara thinking hard beside her, and the Taguchi sisters shared a glance across Suntharalingam. 
 
    She spent most of the rest of the brief journey looking out at the cityscape they passed. It had a teeming, chaotic vitality, along with the noise and an amazing variety of stinks even for someone as experienced as her; autos and motor-trucks pressing through throngs on foot, past rickshaws drawn by skinny-wiry men—and a few new pedicabs—and carts pulled by mules or oxen, all past signage in five or six languages and nearly as many alphabets. 
 
    “Like Chinatown, in San Francisco, a little,” Ciara said. 
 
    Luz shook her head, fighting down an inappropriate grin of delight at adding to her memory-palette of places and people. The world was so wide! 
 
    “More that our Chinatowns are a far-off echo of this… of part of this,” she said. 
 
    So very wide, and I get to see a lot of it! 
 
    There were plenty of grand Edwardian edifices on the Bund ahead of them, and new buildings of many stories in modern styles, sometimes with colorful touches she recognized as Chinese in the curve of a roof or the carved screen glimpsed through front doors. More were in all stages of construction on the streets that ran westward from the waterfront, covered in bamboo scaffolding and with chains of workers toiling upward with loads of brick or mortar or tile or timber on their backs—or balanced on their heads. 
 
    The people were nearly as mixed, right down to the endless combinations and variations of native and Western dress on the mostly-Asiatic crowd. Just as the Tamil detective had said, though, a fair number were whites, perhaps one in ten… 
 
    White… or pink and peeling, or boiled red like a lobster, Luz thought. Summer’s just over here and it must be quite a shock, if you’re from England or Normandy. Or even more, if you’re from Scotland or Wales or Ireland. 
 
    Her own natural olive quickly took the sun, though Ciara’s redhead paleness was another matter. Which was why she was wearing a plainer version of the pre-war broad-brimmed ladies’ hats, without the fruit, flowers and feathers, as opposed to Luz’s snap-brim fedora, which was white with a black lace band and tail and a trimmed-down peacock feather tucked over her left ear to add a raffish touch. 
 
    And some of them look like old hands, she mused. 
 
    Pith helmets or wide-brimmed hats, some of the men in shorts like the British army’s summer gear, and tropical linen or cotton outfits, and cool-looking dresses on the women. A lot of those were in rickshaws. 
 
    But more of them are still dressed for Manchester or Glasgow and looking a bit lost, and more of those are on foot—refugees, and watching their pennies. 
 
    “The people I shall introduce you to… they have been of use to the police in return for favors,” the detective said. “Not upstanding people, perhaps, no, but useful for this or that, you understand? It is the quid pro quo.” 
 
    Luz nodded; she did. Police work was sometimes about solving problems, or a case—finding who’d killed or robbed. Far more frequently, it was about managing conditions that couldn’t be solved in any final or definitive sense. People were always going to kill, rape, rob and cheat each other; keeping it under control as far as possible, out of view as far as possible, and as far as possible from the people who paid their salaries was the long-term job of a police force. 
 
    Just as we in the Chamber help keep the contentions of the empires in balance, she thought. 
 
    It was like evolution, a random competitive natural process that produced a spontaneous semblance of order. 
 
    Except when it doesn’t, of course. If our children, que Dios no permita, want to go into this line of work there will be plenty for them to do in… ¡Ay! 1940! When Ciara and I are sitting in rocking chairs dropping hints about grandchildren. 
 
    He coughed discreetly into a hand: “I understand they were involved in… racetrack business in Britain, before the war.” 
 
    Numbers racket, Luz thought. Gangsters. Probably in protection too, and unlicensed liquor, and smuggling… 
 
    The gateway to the Garden Park where the taxis dropped them—it was more like an eruption, in the case of the children—had a discreet list of prohibitions posted beside the gate and gatehouse: contrary to popular mythology, it didn’t say No Dogs or Chinese Allowed. The closest was Item Number Four: No Bicycles or Dogs Allowed. Item Number One did the job with British understatement and reticence: 
 
    The Gardens Are Reserved For the Foreign Community. 
 
    Simply flashing their American passports, plus a five-dollar bill, slid them past the keepers, though they did a slight double-take at Susan’s little booklet since she was obviously Chinese by birth, down to her loose silk jacket-and-pants outfit. 
 
    The Taguchis would have been all right even if they weren’t Americans, of course; the local Japanese were now every bit as much part of the ruling foreign community as Luz. Just to drive home why, a third of the big freighters out in the Huangpu or loading and unloading at the docks had -maru at the end of their names. And the sleek hulking shape of the brand-new battleship Tosa anchored off the Pudong shore to the east flew the red-and-white rayed sun of the Imperial Japanese Navy, matching the American and British warships and one rather bedraggled-looking French cruiser of prewar vintage probably kept going by prayer, twists of coat-hanger wire, and the French equivalent of chewing gum jammed into cracks. 
 
    Midori was looking at the same thing. “Amazing how many prejudices you can blow away with a broadside of 16-inch guns,” she said dryly, and they all chuckled. 
 
    “Sí. Jamás han dicho algo tan cierto,” Luz said: truer words were never spoken. 
 
    In this late afternoon with shadows lengthening across the velvety lawns and graveled paths most of the scattering of people in the park seemed to be women, often accompanied by children—mostly European women, or Western-clad Japanese, though some were in kimono, and there were some Chinese amah in tunic-pants-slippers outfits like Susan’s with their charges. Children ran and shouted, their younger siblings gurgled or napped in perambulators, and nannies and mothers gossiped and chatted—usually but not always in separated clumps. 
 
    Off towards the narrow point where the reclaimed land met the river a clump of oaks and flowerbeds of white chrysanthemums held a trio who rose from a park bench as they approached. Luz noted the impassive attendants who backed away from the three principals with a flick of the eye. 
 
    Muscle, she thought. British, and rough types. About as far from Major Arbuthnot as you could get and still be the same general nationality. Though he’s a nasty customer too in a smoother way, with a Latin quip after the bullet to the head. These would just spit on the body. 
 
    The three who stayed to meet the Smith party were two men, one about Luz’s age and the other a couple of years older respectively, and a woman a short generation older than that. 
 
    A well-preserved forty-odd, Luz thought. Quite striking. 
 
    All three had a strong family resemblance; lean and lithe, with high cheekbones, square cleft chins, black hair, pale eyes and fair but not pink skin. The younger man was notably handsome, which his clean-shaven face and cleft chin showed to advantage. Like his brother’s his hair was cropped short to well above the ears and longer on top, a military cut. He was wearing a good dark locally-made suit but with a soft cloth peaked cap on his head, the type that golfers everywhere and working-class men in Britain favored. The older man had the same hat and the same looks, but exaggerated into ugliness, along with a big hook of a nose and a bushy mustache that would have been unremarkable in 1912. 
 
    Mad, bad and dangerous to know, she thought, looking at him and absorbing a dozen clues just starting with the scarring on the knuckles of his big knobby hands. His brother there got the looks and brains. And is even more dangerous. And the lady… 
 
    The older woman was in a business suit—which these days for a woman meant a man-style white collar and black tie, and a waistcoat, jacket and calf-length skirt, all in gray silk knit; she also wore soft side-buttoned black ankle-boots and a natty hat rather like the ones Luz and the Taguchis sported. As Luz’s party approached she removed dark glasses—a new affectation for the stylish—and lit a narrow brown cheroot. 
 
    The lady is very clever. Don’t underestimate this bunch. And they look very English indeed but there’s something… something about the faces, maybe it’s the lips… 
 
    “Mrs. Smith, may I present Mr. Thomas Scelham, DCM. Formerly Sergeant-Major Scelham of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment,” the detective said, indicating the younger man. “Currently Managing Director of Scelham and Company, Limited.” 
 
    Luz’s brows rose. DCM stood for Distinguished Conduct Medal, a British award given to enlisted men and noncoms, and just one step below the Victoria Cross… which was also given to enlisted men occasionally, but usually also posthumously. You had to do something utterly suicidal to get it, and do it while an officer was watching at that. The DCM wasn’t quite as hard to get, but it wasn’t easy either, more a matter of having both nerves and smarts and the opportunity to display them. Thomas Scelham’s impeccable suit didn’t have the medal ribbon, though. 
 
    He caught the glance at his lapel. “Chucked it and the gong overboard from the troopship when we left Southampton,” he said bluntly. “And it’s Tommy Scelham. Thomas is for birth certificates and the Army’s lists.” 
 
    No, no flies on this one, verdaderamente. That accent… he uses short hard a sounds, and he said chooked for chucked and froom for from. Midlands, big city, working-class… probably Birmingham. And my, but he’s pretty! 
 
    Luz’s appreciation was moderately though not entirely abstract. Tommy Scelham was exactly the sort of man she’d appreciated when contemplating a male in her single days—that leopard build, the air of intelligent forcefulness, a hint of danger, full sensitive mouth… but monogamy wasn’t a decision she had to make over and over again. Once was enough. There was one odd thing: his right hand was covered by a glove of thin chamois leather, but not the left. 
 
    The detective continued smoothly: “… and his brother Arthur Scelham, and their aunt, Mrs. Holly Green. Mr. Scelham, Doña Cayetana Smith y de Villafuerte, owner of Smith and Smith, Oriental Fine Arts and Antiquities.” 
 
    The younger man was definitely in charge. He made a gesture, and the woman began to take a blank envelope out of a pocket, probably with banknotes in it. Assistant Inspector Suntharalingam made a tsk-tsk sound and wagged an admonishing finger as he refused it. 
 
    “I am a man of simple tastes, Mr. Scelham, Mrs. Green, and find even the miserleee pay of the Municipal Police quite adequate,” he said. “You need not keep displaying such generositee.” 
 
    “Can’t hurt to try.” 
 
    “Carrying that much cash is reckless—you might be robbed! And now I will take my leave.” 
 
    He raised his hat to the ladies and did. The three waited in silence, a tactic Luz could appreciate. And there was that hint about their looks, something not quite entirely Anglo-Saxon… 
 
    “All the way to sodding Shanghai, and we finally meet an honest copper,” Arthur muttered, looking after the Assistant Inspector with grim expression. 
 
    “Lachho dives, chavo,” Luz said on a venture as she extended her hand to his younger brother. 
 
    Which meant roughly: Hello, young man, in Andalusian Romani. 
 
    All three had good poker faces, but that brought a reaction as Tommy Scelham shook with a businesslike firm double pump. As he spoke Luz noted a red stain or discoloration on his wrist and running under the glove. 
 
    “Tutti rokker Rummaness?” he said. 
 
    He was asking if she spoke Romani, though in a dialect very, very different from the one abuleo Pedro had taught her a little of. And unlike Luz, he seemed fully fluent in it, and so did his brother and aunt from the way they looked at her. 
 
    Bueno, she thought. They’re Gypsies, at least by English standards—though they might say traveler or tinker. The Rom there interbred with the locals quite a bit… but then, that’s true in Spain too, probably. They just looked more like the southern Spanish to begin with so it didn’t make as much difference in their appearance. I could be Andalusian myself… or gitano… as far as my face goes. 
 
    Luz shook her head and returned to English: “Not really. Sé unas pocas palabras… just a few words. One of the people who raised me was Andalusian, and had many gitano friends as a young man on the streets of Cadiz… though the courts called them his accomplices.” 
 
    That brought a snort of laughter from the taciturn older brother, and his smoother sibling went on: 
 
    “And here I thought you were just a respectable antiques dealer, Mrs. Smith,” he said, with a very slight smile as cold as his pale blue-grey eyes. “This is my brother Arthur, executive agent for Scelham and Company Limited.” 
 
    Brute squad and mad dog on demand for Scelham and Company Limited, Luz thought as the man shook her hand; he didn’t try to squeeze, but seemed surprised at her grip. 
 
    And his brother pronounced just as joost. 
 
    “Fine art antiquities, Mr. Scelham, not what are generally thought of as antiques, and with an East Asian slant,” Luz said. “It requires a certain flexibility. Dealing with tomb-robbers and bandits is quite the thing, for example. Pardon me, with archaeologists and explorers.” 
 
    “So art dealer is a fancy way of saying fence?” 
 
    “At times, yes, especially in this particular field. And it’s the final sale that matters, not the source. And the price, not what the people who buy think of you. Part of what they’re paying for is to use you as a pitchfork to avoid handling the horsedung themselves.” 
 
    “A woman after me own heart! And our company Treasurer, my aunt, Mrs. Holly Green.” 
 
    She shook hands as well, with an air of faint amusement. 
 
    “You brought your… children, Mrs. Smith?” 
 
    Her gaze flicked from the girls’ faces to Luz, and then to Ciara’s. You could see the deduction: same father, different mothers, and probably the mothers are these two run behind her eyes. Not everyone picked that up. She caught the implication of the way Ciara automatically stepped closer to Luz’s left side, too, recognized what a claddagh pledge-ring was, and saw the particular use these two had been put to. There were plenty of Irish in the industrial cities of the Midlands, of course, and had been for generations. 
 
    “My daughters, yes,” Luz said. “A park is just what they need after being cooped up on an airship for the best part of a week, poor lambs. And my amah, Suzan Zhou.” 
 
    She dropped into Mandarin: “Susan, why don’t you let them play? Not too far, of course.” 
 
    “Yes, madam,” she said. And then to the girls: “Now you may fly, my knightly paladins of the air! And when you are tired, I will tell you more of the story of Hua Mùlán!” 
 
    The winged kitties were held aloft and the engine-noise rose to a howl interspersed with meows as they dashed off across the green lawn towards a pond, feet and scarves and skirts flying, punctuated by a shrill rat-tat-tat, got you, dirty Hun! of imaginary machine-gun fire as they were freed of the unnatural bonds of adult decorum and talk about subjects they neither understood nor cared about. They had missed open air and room to run, having been raised amid plenty of both, and even air travel could become tedious at that age. Children whose parents had a more decorous or just old-fashioned idea of how little girls should enjoy themselves looked on in envy. 
 
    Luz switched back to English. “This is my close associate and confidential assistant… you might almost say my partner… Miss Josephine O’Shea; and my two longstanding business associates, Fumiko and Midori Yakamura.” 
 
    There were more polite murmurs of greeting and handshakes. The Scelham family had acquired at least a veneer of genteel manners, though they sat awkwardly on Arthur, rather like a top-hat on a giant ferret, or spats on a bear. Midori leaned close and whispered in Luz’s ear: 
 
    “Her right boot.” 
 
    That confirmed her own impression, though she’d definitely noticed both men had pistols under their jackets; Midori’s eyes weren’t being as closely watched, and she could stare more. Luz went on smoothly: 
 
    “Glad to meet a fellow businesswoman in our enlightened age, Mrs. Green,” she said: probably Mr. Green was deceased. “If I might, could I see that interesting knife in your right boot? A folder?” 
 
    “Spring-loaded flick knife,” Holly Green said, her slight smile growing a little. “Nothing but a precaution in these wild parts.” 
 
    And a k on the end of nothing: nothing’k. I was right, Birmingham or thereabouts. 
 
    She bent, hooked it out with a finger and tossed it underhand towards Luz, who snapped it out of the air like a trout rising to a fly without turning her head. It was all-metal save for the jet scales on the hilt, what Americans called a switchblade. Snick and five inches of narrow sharp-pointed blade was out; the edges were sharp, too, but not impractically so… not enough to curl into useless bluntness if run hard against a bone, for instance. She closed it again and handed it back. 
 
    “Insurance is usually a good idea, Mrs. Green,” she said solemnly. 
 
    “And yours? Keeping sommat up your sleeve, dearie?” 
 
    Luz twitched her right hand and the navaja dropped into it; she snapped it open with the distinctive carraak sound, rolled it across her knuckles in a swift smooth circling motion and presented it hilt-first. In the etiquette she’d been taught, pointing a knife at someone was considered… rude. 
 
    “This was an inheritance, from mi abuelo Pedro… Pedro el andaluz, the man who taught me to use it.” 
 
    Holly Green took it and her brows raised at the look of it, the long clipped point and butterfly waist. Then she gripped the hilt tightly and closed her eyes and whistled softly with an odd inward-looking expression for a moment. 
 
    “It would take a while to read this book! It’s even older than it looks. There are stories here, from many hands,” she said as she opened her eyes and handed it back—also hilt-first. 
 
    As Luz closed the navaja and slipped it back into the forearm-sheath Tommy glanced over at his aunt, who nodded just once, very slightly. 
 
    “I can see there are things about the art world that I never suspected,” Tommy said dryly. “The good copper who introduced us said we had interests in common?” 
 
    “Possibly, Mr. Scelham. Possibly. I take it you aren’t very familiar with antique Chinese artwork?” 
 
    “No. Though there’s money in it?” 
 
    “Quite a bit. And recently… over the last few years… someone has been selling the contents of what must be a previously unknown trove, a cache, of very old Chinese artwork, about eight hundred years old. Scrolls, paintings, hangings, jewelry, porcelain, inlay-work, objets d’art in general. Some other types from the same period or a bit earlier, but the others are items that would have been accessible to someone in China at the time. All very well preserved, extraordinarily well preserved, all of very good quality, and in high demand. I bought one item myself, from someone who bought it here from the original sellers, and had offers of half again my purchase price within weeks. The total sums involved in this traffic were… large.” 
 
    “How large?” Holly Green said bluntly. “Thousands? Hundreds of thousands? Millions? Dollars or pounds?” 
 
    All three of the Scelhams came intent at that, like wolves taking a scent. 
 
    “My estimate… conservatively, twenty million American dollars in the past year.” 
 
    “Sixteen million pounds at the current exchange rate,” Holly Green said; or something that sounded more like exchynge rite. 
 
    Luz nodded, and so did Ciara as she calculated. 
 
    “Sixteen million one hundred twenty-two thousand,” she said absently. “Though that’s the official exchange rate.” 
 
    “That’s the payments made here in Shanghai for the items ultimately sent to the US, you understand, not the end-sale amounts in America, which were certainly much higher,” Luz said. “And if as I suspect, the first seller got the goods for no more than the cost of stubbing their toe on the place it was all hidden, then the margin of profit on that was… quite high. Small items mostly, light, easy to conceal in a shipment of, say, soya-beans or raw silk or whatever.” 
 
    “Kushto bāk for someone!” Holly said. 
 
    “Good luck indeed,” Luz said. “I would like some of this luck.” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t?” Tommy Scelham said. “People with luck like that tend to hang on hard, though.” 
 
    “So I’ve found. It’s being done… or was being done… through Shanghai… but the first owners are not Shanghainese, and have a nasty habit of killing off their customers once they’ve been paid, to cover their tracks.” 
 
    “Put a crimp in siles, that would,” Arthur observed shrewdly; he wasn’t outright stupid. 
 
    “They waited until their buyers had disposed of what they bought, then silenced them. We had a little sample of that in San Francisco—they showed up to silence a man who was about to tell me the source of the goods.” 
 
    She indicated Midori’s faded bruises. “One of them landed on Midori’s back and put her face into the pavement.” 
 
    “Looks like it,” Arthur said knowledgeably. “How’d you get awiye?” 
 
    “We didn’t. Neither did they,” Luz said dryly. 
 
    Midori touched her left sleeve over the hilt of her tanto and smiled thinly as she spoke: 
 
    “He did leave the scene eventually, but in a truck to the morgue.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that meant that none of them were in a position to chat about it afterwards, por así decirlo,” Luz said. “Are you interested?” 
 
    “Our company has diversified interests,” Tommy Scelham said, still expressionless. “We might be interested in art dealing. Or acquisitions, with arrangements for commission distribution…” 
 
    Luz nodded. “I have the contacts for that, for moving the goods in the US and routing the money through legitimate accounts.” 
 
    “Ah, now that could be useful,” Holly Green said. “Having accounts in the US. And a track record for the tax people; nasty, suspicious minds they have, them lot.” 
 
    Luz nodded; nobody liked tax collectors, and people in dodgy lines of business less than most. It was the commonest way for the authorities to close down a really profitable racket. 
 
    “Cutting out a middleman would leave a larger profit for a shorter chain of dealers. And… how shall I put it… Smith & Smith have contacts with the authorities as well. Enough to… simplify matters.” 
 
    Enough that you would be very unwise to take my information and then try to freeze me out, she filled in to herself. When swimming with sharks, show that you can bite too. 
 
    “I see that you do here as well,” she went on aloud. 
 
    “Not just here,” Arthur put in unexpectedly. “Pulled some of Lord Milner’s chestnuts out of the fire in ’17 we did, in South Africa, when Brother Boer got above hisself. On the quiet, like, y’know, to keep that National Efficiency our Lord Protector loves so much moving smooth. Got a bit of help moving the family and our people here after that, nice and far away from folk with grudges.” 
 
    “¡Aja!” Luz said. 
 
    That makes sense. I’d ask the ISS for their files, except that it would give them an excuse to ask questions themselves and stick their spoon in the stewpot. 
 
    After the V-gas attacks broke the Western Front, what was left of the British Expeditionary Force in France made its epic fighting retreat to Dunkirk and Calais and evacuated most of its men in everything from freighters and warships down to rowboats, and according to legend improvised rafts of inner tubes. The last of them had waded out to the boats while German shells fell on the beaches and the rearguards died in their tracks with sacrificial valor under hammer-storms of steel and fire. 
 
    And Arthur and Tommy here would have been in France, and got out then, Luz thought. Which means he was a Sergeant-Major still in his twenties… and with his background, and a DCM… our Tommy was a man of parts, even in those days of fast promotion. 
 
    Lord Milner had taken over as Lord Protector in Britain in the same period—more or less by default as senior surviving member of the coalition government, with Parliament, the heads of the Civil Service departments and most of the Cabinet and Royal Family dead in London; he’d been on a visit to Birmingham at the time just as Queen-Empress Victoria II—then very junior Princess Victoria Alexandra Alice Mary Windsor, sixth in the line of succession—had been showing the flag in Bristol. 
 
    One of the first things he’d done was ship large chunks of the BEF to South Africa, along with their families, with just about… 
 
    Or joost aboot, she thought. 
 
    …enough time in Blighty to get through a delousing station and have a hot dinner and a nap but not much more. The troops had been more than willing to get themselves and their nearest and dearest out of V-gas range and closer to food, and it had happened too fast for Botha and Smuts in South Africa to realize the implications before it was too late to object, with most of their own forces tied down in German East Africa anyway. 
 
    Milner had been one of the British architects of the Boer War back at the turn of the century, and proconsul there afterwards. And he’d always bitterly resented the way the Afrikaner politicians had managed to pull qualified political victory from the jaws of military defeat, with the assistance of the Liberal politicians in Britain who’d always hated Milner. 
 
    The Union of South Africa covered more than half of Africa now—the ex-British colonies all the way up to South Sudan, along with sundry Belgian, Portuguese and German territorial plunder along the way—but the British settlers there now comfortably outnumbered the Boers in the white population, something Milner hadn’t been able to accomplish the first time around. The V-gas attacks and the economic collapse, chaos and hunger that followed, plus the ever-present threat of more from German-held Europe, had made more than enough willing to move to somewhere safer, warmer and better-fed. The Boers had reluctantly acquiesced, with a little discreetly applied violence here and there for the diehards. 
 
    The blacks, of course, had no say in the matter at all: keeping a boot on their necks was something that Boer and Briton in the African USA agreed on wholeheartedly, whatever their other quarrels. 
 
    “We’ll need to check a few things before we can talk further, Mrs. Smith,” Tommy said. “Say, day after tomorrow at seven in the evening?” 
 
    “For some preliminary consultations,” Holly specified. 
 
    “Excelente,” Luz said. “Where?” 
 
    Unexpectedly, Arthur spoke: “Real business talk? Where else but in a fookin’ pub, eh, lass? That’s the Brummie wye. We’ll talk over a pint in the snug at The Clay-Kicker on Nanking Road.” 
 
    Luz smiled and raised a brow. “There are pubs like that in Shanghai?” 
 
    “There are now,” Holly Green said, producing a card with her left hand and gesturing with the cigarillo in her right. “And Scelham And Company own quite a few of them. They go well with some of the rest of our… diversified portfolio.” 
 
    “Bloody useful, too,” Arthur said. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: 
 
    Shanghai International Settlement 
 
    Lower Yangtze valley, Republic/Empire/Anarchy of China 
 
    October 24th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
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    e get stuck with the kids?” Fumiko grumbled. “They’re darlings… 
 
    “Exhausting darlings…” Midori interjected. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Pout,” Midori said, doing so. “Pout.” 
 
    “You’re guarding our field HQ and you’ve got studying to do, too, mis aprendices rebeldes. And there are too many people in this town who can pick up a Japanese accent in Chinese, you’ve improved but you still need to work on that,” Luz said. “There being so many Japanese living here… sixty or seventy thousand, at last count.” 
 
    “And not regarded with any great fondness by anyone else, Miss Taguchi,” Susan Zhou pointed out, her tone impeccably polite. 
 
    “Including by the people I’m going to be negotiating with this morning,” Luz said. 
 
    “My relatives,” Susan clarified. 
 
    “Pouty-pout,” Midori said. “In America we get grief for being Japs, and here for being Americans and Japs. It’s…” 
 
    Luz was wearing a dark-brown shirtwaist outfit today with a jacket and loose ascot tie, and hence had switched to a shoulder-holster of the female pattern. She paused while checking and stowing her .40 automatic, with her hand still on the grip. 
 
    “Ciara and I let our little children use the words not fair,” she warned, with an air of mock gravity. “Until they’re six or seven, or stop believing in Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy, whichever comes first. Anyone purportedly grown-up who says those dread words will be shot without warning for the capital crime of arrant stupidity.” 
 
    “Well, yes, you’ve got a point,” Fumiko said, as she moved the breakfast tray back onto the trolley near the door. 
 
    Then she checked her modified Thompson and laid two extra magazines and a blast-grenade beside it on the table in the sitting room, then covered them loosely with a newspaper—the room service included morning copies of the Shanghai Times, the North China Daily News, and at Luz’s request the Chinese-language Shenbao. Midori slid her cut-down shotgun behind some pillows on a sofa. The staff would be here soon to remove the breakfast things, and while from what she’d seen the odd pistol or knife was no great thing in this town, barely more noteworthy than a hat or a purse, automatic weapons would raise brows… and more particularly, set tongues wagging. 
 
    The children filed back into the room, proud of completing their ablutions on their own once given stools to stand on; Susan swooped in with a handkerchief and mopped Luciana’s chin, where some toothpaste had gone unnoticed. 
 
    “Do we have to stay in, mommies?” Colleen said. “We’ve been staying in an awful lot. If amah Susan can go out, why can’t we?” 
 
    Luz took her daughter on her lap, enjoying the small solid weight and clean smell and the red head tucked under her chin. Ciara did likewise with Luciana, and the other two leaned against their knees. 
 
    “Only for the morning,” Ciara said. “Your obachans will look after you, and then you’ll have a whole new house and garden to play in. With trees.” 
 
    That perked them up, though Mary muttered something inaudible about home and Safira. The prospect of trees was especially welcome; they were all inveterate climbers, something Luz recalled fondly from her own girlhood amid the very same live-oaks her daughters used for romping and roaming. 
 
    “And look at this!” Fumiko said, holding up a picture-book that the helpful staff had located for her yesterday. 
 
    It was Japanese, and had a cover of Hiroshige’s print of the famous onna-bugeisha Tomoe Gozen, who had fought in the Genpei War eight hundred years ago. Complete with rearing black steed, falling white snow, colorful robes and brandished sword. 
 
    “It is the adventures of a woman who was a great samurai, long ago; Tomoe Gozen. Lady Tomoe.” 
 
    “Can girls be samurai?” Mary asked; she was usually the most anxious about rules. 
 
    “She was! And her bravery at the battle of Awazu has been famous ever since. We’ll read it together. Then we’ll play a game, about being attacked by sky pirates.” 
 
    “Are there really flying sky pirates?” 
 
    “Yes—so we should be ready, fearless warriors!” 
 
    There actually were sky pirates now, though thankfully not as many as the pulp magazines made out—Edgar Rice Burroughs had no less than two continuing series in Argosy All-Story featuring them. 
 
    It was an unpleasant novelty of the post-Armistice world, though also thankfully so far only in remote areas like Central Asia and its ilk. The world was awash in aircraft the Great Powers had sold off as newer models rapidly replaced old and pilots without many scruples could be hired too, many from the air corps of countries that no longer existed. 
 
    Airships and airboats couldn’t operate in places covered by good anti-air defense, but that left a lot of the world vulnerable to a swoop by brigands who’d gotten their hands on something like a war-surplus naval patrol semi-rigid designed for long antisubmarine cruises, which coincidentally turned out to have the same design specifications as pirates needed. In areas without law or effective government they could strike and vanish with plunder and captives before anyone was much the wiser, sometimes with light bombers or fighting-scouts to help their landing parties. In China some of the warlords raised money that way, too, though they called it war rather than banditry. 
 
    “We’ll pretend they’re coming in the windows and down from the roof!” Midori promised. “But you’ll have to be very disciplined.” 
 
    That brought a chorus of yes-yes-yes, accompanied by squeals and hopping; the girls might not know what the word actually meant, but they knew it was powerful grown-up serious magic, like efficient. 
 
    They were in a corner suite on the fifth floor that overlooked both Suzhou Creek and Whangpoo Avenue—as in most modern hotels, the Astor House’s best suites were at the top, the sort of place that long-term residents used. This one included two bedrooms, one for the girls and Susan, and a sitting room and ensuite bathroom; a connecting door to the smaller set next door let the Taguchis enter and leave without using the corridor. 
 
    It was pleasantly comfortable in a modern way from the last renovation, pale furniture and upholstery on a polished satinwood floor. The rug beneath the table was Khotanese, hand-knotted silk with curled tendrils on a salmon colored circular background and squares set with flower blossoms, blooming vines, enclosed by a border of Chinese clouds in variegated shades of salmon, coral, persimmon, and peach. 
 
    “Now kiss your mommies and Susan goodbye, and be good girls,” Luz said. 
 
    And added silently to herself a maxim she’d always lived by, though perhaps it wasn’t quite time to make it explicit for her children: 
 
    And if you can’t be good, be careful. 
 
    They delivered the cheek-kisses and hugs. Patricia added: “You’re so pretty today, amah!” 
 
    Rather than her usual upper-servant costume, Susan was in a silk zansae as Shanghainese put it—cheongsam in Canton’s dialect— the long dress that fashionable or radical women in Shanghai and some other cities had adopted from the male qipao robe after the overthrow of the Manchu dynasty in 1911. The cut wasn’t as tight as the more daring ones, which incidentally allowed Susan free movement. The side-slits showed practical but handsome low shoes and trousers; the overall color was midnight blue, with a subdued pattern of curling dragons. A cloche hat and the attaché case that she’d used to carry her hook swords in San Francisco completed the ensemble, giving her a modern, progressive look. 
 
    “¡Vamanos!” Luz said. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “This will do nicely,” Luz said to the agent as they turned back from the verandah. 
 
    The villa would do nicely; it had been confiscated by the Municipal Council during the Great War from its—vaguely, in the way of many Balkan businessmen of flexible allegiances—Austro-German-Italo-Greek proprietor, a shipowner who had run a line between here and Trieste in the palmy days before 1914. It was in the former French Concession, which was less congested and had only been formally merged into the International Settlement in the chaotic emergency conditions of late 1916. It had the luxury of several thousand square yards of lawn and garden out back, walled like the whole compound and lined with great camphor trees, as well as about five thousand square feet of interior space on two and a half stories beneath the red-tiled roof plus ancillary buildings, a two-car garage and servant’s quarters. 
 
    At the same time it was nicely central, and easier to keep secure than something out in what were called the new territories, annexed six years ago. The original owner’s eccentricities showed in the verandah and balcony at the rear, made to resemble the bridge of a ship… though she admitted the view was appealing if you had even a touch of megalomania. 
 
    Uncle Teddy would love it, provided there was a crowd cheering below. 
 
    Luz nodded as she walked in and looked around the dining room with her hands on her hips. The Council had left redoing the interior to the Chinese contractor who was handling leasing and sales for them, and that worthy had redecorated in the Chinese style, with classic albeit fairly recent Qing-dynasty furniture. 
 
    That wasn’t nearly the problem it would have been somewhere equivalent in Japan: classical Japanese homes were designed to be lived in at floor-level by people who sat on knees and heels and slept on futons over tatami-mats, whereas upper-class Chinese had used chairs, tables, cabinets, desks and bedsteads fairly similar to their Western equivalents for a very, very long time. 
 
    Probably had them first, in fact, Luz thought. Like a lot of things. Paper and printing and gunpowder, for instance… and wheelbarrows. 
 
    These were mostly in zitan and huanghuali, lustrous reddish-brown hardwoods from China’s southern borders, intricately made without glue, pegs or nails, simply superlative handicraft skill at joinery.  Sichutouguanmaoyi ‘official's hat’ armchairs stood around a kang table here; there were glowing Sinkiang rugs, and inlaid folding screens depicting a courtly progress in lacquer, mother of pearl, tortoiseshell and gold covered one wall behind the sideboard. A Xuande-mark blue-and-white vase held crimson roses from the garden, lightly scenting the air with their sweet musk beneath the scents of cut grass wafting in. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” Ciara said sincerely in her serviceable but somewhat rough Mandarin, looking around. “Very much of description… like description in Dream of Red Chamber, sir.” 
 
    The agent was named, or was going by, Eric Zhou, a man in his forties, in a good dark Western suit and wire-rim glasses, trim and lean and with hints in his movements of training in the same school of combatives Susan had shown Luz over the last few years. Now he did a well-hidden double-take. 
 
    “You have read the Hongloumeng, Madam?” he said in the same language, unable to keep surprise entirely out of his voice. 
 
    “We have been reading it together to strengthen our grasp of the written form of this language, with Miss Zhou’s assistance, Mr. Zhou,” Luz said. “Though the vernacular, rather than the classical form, of course. And to be sure, it is a masterwork, a doorway into a different world, one full of wonders, subtle and deep in portraying the minds of the characters.” 
 
    Zhou cleared his throat. The fact that he had the same name as Susan wasn’t going to attract attention; Zhou was as common in China as Smith was in America, especially around here. 
 
    “I am glad you have found it of use and interest, madam. The staff are assembled in the kitchens and the front court. As Miss Zhou requested, all the indoor servants are female.” 
 
    Luz, Ciara and Susan shared a glance; despite well-hidden tension, Susan was almost smiling as they all remembered a joke. 
 
    That had started with Luz telling Susan that she wanted her to be mayordomo, household manager, while they were here. Susan had replied that meant the indoor servants would all have to be women, which was rather unusual—the head cook and butler at least would customarily be men in an establishment of this scale, just as they would in a Western house of some pretensions. She’d also made a small jest about it being an odd choice for Christians, whose God had created Adam before Eve. 
 
    Ciara had smiled and replied: Sure, and that’s because She needed the practice before getting it right. 
 
    When they arrived in the kitchens the dumpy, pug-faced, middle-aged cook was as confident as if she’d been presiding over the surprisingly modern facility—it had a gas range and large icebox and walk-in cold store, and plenty of surfaces of glazed white tile—for years, and it already smelled enticingly. She and the rest of the staff bowed deeply in the local fashion, right fist in left palm held at sternum level as Luz and her party entered, a gesture of respect to a prospective employer. The agent’s group followed on their heels; besides a secretary of his own gender and age, surprisingly that included a delicately pretty young woman who resembled him strongly, in an expensive gown like Susan’s, but cut rather more daringly snug. 
 
    Well, the kitchen’s spic and span and it smells wonderful, Luz thought. 
 
    In America her habit of doing much of her own cooking was eccentric for someone who could afford kitchen staff, but here it would be out of the question. Luz had suspected for years that in the long term a full train of domestics would become an exotic luxury for the very wealthy in America, though the enormous mass migration from Europe and the annexation of Mexico were both delaying it. 
 
    It would be a long, long time before Shanghai got to that point, though. 
 
    The cook spoke, though it was directed at the agent and in the local dialect. 
 
    “This is the foreign lady —” 
 
    A form of address which was about as polite as possible. 
 
    “—who wished a cook who could do both our style and the European one?” 
 
    “Yes, I am, and I can tell from the smells that you have been at work already?” Luz said, also in Shanghainese. 
 
    She got the familiar double-take; apparently even if forewarned, the locals found it difficult to believe at a gut level that she could speak understandably. She’d had a couple reply to her in pidgin by reflex for a sentence or two before the truth really sank in. 
 
    “Yes, madam,” the cook said, bowing again. 
 
    Chinese didn’t do it as reflexively or as often as Japanese, or with the same infinite set of graduations, but it was part of their etiquette. 
 
    “Then let me try it, by all means,” Luz said. 
 
    She got another blink when she selected chopsticks and deftly used them to transfer some of the delicately fried cold fish—bathed in a sweet and savory brown sauce and sprinkled with toasted sesame seeds—from the dish the cook presented to a small bowl of rice, and then to her mouth with the bowl held close. 
 
    “Excellent,” she said. 
 
    And clever, to use a dish that doesn’t have to be kept hot, she thought. 
 
    The Western equivalent ready for sampling was a Milanese risotto with shrimp and asparagus; also a clever choice, because if you had everything to hand you could make it in less than twenty minutes, which was about the time elapsed since they got here. She used a fork for this, and it was creamy and rich, with just a hint of lemon to add tartness and the asparagus firm yet yielding. Ciara finished it with relish, and the cook beamed at their compliments. She and her assistants and the uniformed housemaids all gave a chorus of: Thank you, madam! when told they were hired. 
 
    “Also excellent, Mr. Zhou,” Luz said, when that was finished. “And now the outdoor staff?” 
 
    His eyes flickered; that was part of the less orthodox part of their bargain, mediated through Susan. When they walked out the front door—there was a columned porte-cochere where vehicles could draw up covered from rain and sun—eight men and a boy in his teens were waiting on the graveled drive, all in local garb of a rough outdoor jacket-and-pants type, with none of the longer robes those with pretensions to gentility still sometimes affected. 
 
    A few cigarettes were hastily stubbed out, in the manner workingmen usually used everywhere; pinched between thumb and finger and stowed in a pocket to be relit later. 
 
    One of the men looked like an actual gardener, a thin older man with a whisp of white beard, and he had an equally thin and wiry young assistant. The rest were in their twenties or thirties, muscular in a way that looked just a bit more substantial than the scrawny-sinewy norm for the working-class here. 
 
    Better-fed than the average Chinese, Luz thought. As if they’d been able to afford as much rice as they wanted and meat two or three times a week. 
 
    In China, even in a prosperous city like Shanghai, you had to get well above the common-labor level to eat that well. 
 
    They wore guapi mao skullcaps though the pigtail had vanished a long decade ago, and several of them had a stance which suggested that they’d been taught to brace to attention in the fashion of Western armies, though Chinese ones had also adopted it. 
 
    Scars, broken noses and cauliflower ears were also common, and one was missing his left little finger. 
 
    “I am Mrs. Smith —” 
 
    The title she actually used was nüshi, not as formal as Fūrén and roughly equivalent to madam, with upper-class connotations, about the way ‘madam’ had been used in English a century ago and still was in very starchy and conservative circles. She’d also used the Chinese pronunciation of Smith, Shǐ mì sī, because the idiosyncratic English -th sound was very difficult for them, as it was for most people who hadn’t grown up with it. 
 
    “—and you have been recommended as reliable, fearless men suitable to guard a household in these lawless times. I presume you can all understand this dialect?” 
 
    There were wary nods; another group who found a foreign devil speaking their own particular local tongue even more outlandish than one who knew the officials’ speech. Though Shanghai’s Chinese population were mostly immigrants too—largely from the Yangtze delta and the valley inland to Nanking, but some from all over the country. 
 
    “All my household can speak it understandably, including my children who are a little under five years of age. That will simplify matters.” 
 
    She could see that it also meant: Curse it, we’ll have to watch our tongues around these foreigners to several of the men at least. Which was all to the good. Fools had their uses, but guarding her family wasn’t one of them. 
 
    “Now, you will all be paid one dollar Mex per day,” she said. “And your rice—" 
 
    In the common speech that just meant food in general, very much the way English used daily bread. 
 
    “— which the cook has been told will be generous. You may drink as much as you please on your own time, but not on mine. Anyone found incapable when on call will be dismissed immediately… and you’ll be on call most of the time.” 
 
    They all nodded, except for the genuine gardener and his assistant-relative, who were probably being paid considerably less than that, and looked doubtful. Mex referred to the Chinese silver dollar, originally based on the Mexican pesos the Manila galleons had brought to the Philippines and Chinese merchants and their junks back to the mainland. It was worth about forty-five cents American, and one a day was currently skilled-craftsman wages in Shanghai. 
 
    “All of you,” she said, and nodded to Susan, who’d see to it. 
 
    Broad smiles by the gardener and his boy indicated she’d guessed right; some of the others looked unhappy, meaning that they’d lose face if paid the same as actual laborers. 
 
    “Besides that, I will be leaving China eventually—perhaps after weeks, perhaps after months, perhaps a year. When I do, if you have performed well, you six—" 
 
    She nodded at the toughs. 
 
    “— will all be given three hundred and sixty-five dollars Mex. Each. I won’t be able to do that if I’m dead, of course, or unhappy. If any of you are dead in my service by that time, the money will be paid to your families—tell my housekeeper who those are. From time to time I may need you for things besides guarding the house; if so, you will receive bonuses.” 
 
    They perked up at that, knowing she meant strong-arm work, profitable and less boring. 
 
    “What are your names?” 
 
    She memorized them; several were probably nicknames, since she doubted that any parents had actually called their sons Big Bull, or Mr. Muscles. Then she picked the one the others had been giving glances at when they were uncertain, who was undoubtedly the head of the pack, at least informally. He was quiet, and didn’t fidget, also good signs. 
 
    “Shen Si,” she said—which was his name, and also meant Shen the Thinker or Smart Shen. “Can you draw that knife in your sleeve quickly?” 
 
    While she spoke she worked the fingers of her right hand in a way that those who knew her would have found significant. 
 
    “Yes, madam. When shall I —” 
 
    He went for the blade without warning, using the words as a distraction… which really was quite clever. He was quick too, and had the long blade about three-quarters of the way to her throat when her .40 automatic stopped just short of his nose—Luz was slightly taller, which made that a natural aiming-point. 
 
    Shen froze, only his eyes moving. First down to the use-pitted muzzle, which made them slightly crossed, and then up her own right sleeve. 
 
    “You are quick, Shen, and clever—to strike while you are speaking, and to give no warning.” 
 
    “You are quicker, madam,” Shen said. 
 
    He didn’t move at all until Luz thumbed the safety on with a snick sound, moved back a half-step, and holstered the gun. 
 
    “Probably quicker. Usually. But we both know that depends on circumstances, eh? And we’ve both been as quick as we need to be… so far.” 
 
    They shared a glance of mutual understanding, amused on her part and thoughtfully startled on his. 
 
    “Yes, madam,” he said, sheathing his knife. 
 
    Which was a nicely practical article with a wicked slightly curved blade sharpened halfway down the reverse as well, and a flat cord-wound grip. 
 
    She thought he’d also caught the little nick under her right ear, which was the result of a rock fragment in Mexico eight years ago, peened off a rock she was hiding behind by a revolucionario sniper. 
 
    “And because you are clever and quick, Shen Si, you are captain of these five, and you will be paid two dollars Mex a day.” 
 
    None of the others looked too disgruntled, which confirmed her guess. 
 
    “You will keep them in order, and quiet, and see that they keep their mouths shut with outsiders. Yes?” 
 
    He slapped his right fist into his left palm, gripped it and bowed, elbows out. 
 
    “Yes, madam!” 
 
    “Then all of you settle into your quarters; and Shen, set up a guard roster, see to the premises, and later inform me of what you’ve done and what you need.” 
 
    As they went back into the house, Mr. Zhou turned and dismissed his secretary to take the trolley back to his office; the man looked slightly surprised, but obeyed without comment, leaving Zhou with his young female companion… who was probably a relative from her looks. 
 
    Zhou’s body language changed subtly once the man was out of sight, and more so as they went into the room equipped as an office-study. It had all the modern conveniences, including a telephone and a typist’s station with an Underwood and recording machine and filing cabinets, but also a quietly sumptuous Ming-era scholar’s desk of red sandalwood and scented rosewood. 
 
    Susan turned to the man and bowed. 
 
    “Shūshu!” she said, a curious mixture of happiness and longing in her voice. 
 
    That word meant uncle—more specifically, it meant father’s younger brother; Chinese was an extremely precise language when it came to family relationships. 
 
    “Zhí nǚ!” he replied, taking her hands; that meant the same blood relationship in reverse. 
 
    Then he turned to Luz and Ciara and inclined his head. “My family is in your debt, madam, for the succor and protection you have extended to my brother’s only living child.” 
 
    “You are welcome, Mr. Zhou,” Luz said. “It has been a mutually beneficial relationship.” 
 
    The young woman who’d been tagging along quietly behind Zhou threw herself into Susan’s arms and clung enthusiastically. 
 
    “How could you keep silent for so long!” she said. “We thought you were dead for all these years! Or worse!” 
 
    “I nearly was, my little táng mèi,” Susan said; that was another one of those very specific family terms, and meant younger female cousin. “It was not safe until now. Not for all of you here in the Módū.” 
 
    That was a nickname too, for Shanghai. It meant Demon City. 
 
    “It is not altogether safe now,” the older Zhou said. “The Green Gang still watch like cats at a mousehole. Though…” 
 
    He glanced at Luz, and Susan nodded. He continued: 
 
    “Though the Three Devil Knights are no longer so closely aligned. Baldy is at odds with Pock-Face and Big Ears.” 
 
    “Baldy was Big Ears’ right-hand man,” Susan said, surprised. “When they attacked Father…” 
 
    “The Shaven-Headed General will never be content to be anyone’s right-hand man for long,” Zhou said. “But Big Ears is blind to that… and Baldy was one of ours, once, before he despaired of China’s future. And Pock-Face thinks he can use the one against the other—which is like thinking you can use a viper as a whip to keep a tiger docile.” 
 
    “Please, sit,” Luz said, indicating the chairs around a low table. “We have a good deal to discuss. You’ll stay for lunch? Excellent.” 
 
    She picked up the phone and pressed the button for the kitchen. “Tea in the local style for four, please, and light refreshments.” 
 
    Offering those had much the same symbolic meaning in China that it did in most places. 
 
    “And luncheon at one o’clock for ten—including my four children at a separate table,” she said. “Let the cook chose what to make.” 
 
    A click, and she was through to the city switchboard; Shanghai had had telephones since the late 1880’s, but automatic dialing hadn’t arrived yet. 
 
    When she’d given the hotel and room number, it rang three times, as arranged. 
 
    “Sky pirates repelled,” Midori’s voice said. 
 
    From the shrill whoops and shouts of BANG! BANG! in the background, they had been. 
 
    “Concluded. Meet,” Luz said, and hung up; they’d be here in half an hour. 
 
    “I am very pleased with your arrangements for the house and staff,” Luz said. “And the guard detail seem competent, on short acquaintance.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mr. Zhou said. “Though I hope you did not anger Shen Si too much…” 
 
    He stopped at the slight sound his niece made. It was Luz who spoke: 
 
    “Susan?” 
 
    “My uncle, quite the contrary. Mrs. Smith dealt with him in an extremely efficient manner.” 
 
    He frowned. “But she humiliated him in front of his men?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, Uncle. She showed him that she was someone—despite being a woman and a foreigner—that it would not humiliate him to obey, because she was also… an initiate of his mysteries, you might say. And she praised him immediately—praise worth having, because it was in terms that showed she understood what she was saying. Then she gave him reward and command. Now his honor and face are bound up with hers; by defending her he defends himself. And if he is as clever as his name, he will see how she did that, and respect her for cleverness as well.” 
 
    Zhou looked at her for a long moment. “You have changed, elder brother’s daughter,” he said. 
 
    “I have had to, my father’s brother. Not least, I have spent more time around men of that sort.” 
 
    Luz watched the byplay with interest; Zhou’s young daughter followed it with a furrowed brow, glancing between her father and her cousin and obviously thinking hard. 
 
    “Now, we have several things to discuss,” Luz said. 
 
    “On a preliminary basis!” Mr. Zhou said. 
 
    “Oh, certainly,” Luz said benignly. 
 
    “And… ah… it is necessary to sign the leasing agreement,” Zhou added, taking an envelope out of the inside pocket of his jacket. 
 
    “No hay bronca,” Luz said, taking it. “Not a problem… ah, I see there’s a purchase option?” 
 
    Zhou nodded, and Luz handed the contract to Ciara. “Miss O’Shea, I think we’ll exercise that option. Shanghai real estate seems to be an excellent investment right now. A cheque on the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank?” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    That evening, Luz held her hand over her empty whiskey glass. 
 
    “Had enough?” Arthur Scelham said genially; the five of them were alone in the pub’s snug, a side-room. 
 
    “Quite enough, though it’s excellent.” Luz said. 
 
    Which it was, a 12-year-old Redbreast from the Bow Street Distillery in Dublin, matured in old sherry casks. It had a sweet-and-spicy taste, with aromas of ripe fruit, toasted oak and warm spices… 
 
    And buttery hot-cross-buns, and dried fruits, and baking spices, she thought. 
 
    She smiled at the ugly Englishman and added: “You know, Mr. Scelham, I discovered something about men and women a long time ago.” 
 
    “What’s that, lass?” he said genially. 
 
    All the Scelhams had been punishing the liquor fairly heavily; Tommy just grew more taciturn, and it added to Holly’s sardonic glint. Arthur had been doing two for their one, and it seemed to be a case of in vino veritas. 
 
    “That it was much easier for me to kill a man in a fight than win an arm-wresting match with him,” she said. 
 
    Arthur frowned, puzzled, but Holly Green nearly sprayed out her own sip of Redbreast through her nose, and Tommy gave her one of his glacial smiles. 
 
    “Or a drinking contest,” Luz went on. “I’m not a rooster, Mr. Scelham. I don’t waste my time ruffling my feathers and crowing from the top of a heap of horse-dung. I just do whatever needs doing to get what I want. ¿Comprende?” 
 
    Holly was virtually choking, and Tommy actually showed a hint of even white teeth while his brother tried to parse that. 
 
    Ciara was still sipping her first glass with determined moderation—she being intimately familiar with Irish whiskey and its effects from her childhood among the hard-drinking workingmen of the South Side, where women had often waited with wheelbarrows to collect their husbands from the dockside bars on payday, sometimes with an added bucket of water for the ones who’d beaten each other insensible under the influence. Though she’d enjoyed the food, welsh rarebit, and bangers with buttery mashed potatoes and cabbage, as a taste from her past. 
 
    The Clay-Kicker pub had a sign with a spade and a stick of dynamite outside—which was an obscure reference to Western Front slang. Clay-kickers had been the tunnelers who mined under No-Man’s-Land to plant giant explosive charges under the German trenches, with results that could sometimes be heard in England if the wind was right. 
 
    The Clay-Kickers had also fought their own special savage war underground with their German counterparts, both sides listening for the sound of pick and shovel, countermining and breaking through sometimes to fight in total darkness with knives and spades, brass-knuckled fists and boots and teeth. All with burial alive hanging over their heads constantly, as close as the creaking of a shoring timber, in tunnels never tall enough to stand upright, and usually less. 
 
    I suspect Tommy Scelham did that for a time, Luz thought. Better him than me! 
 
    The place had a long bar with a brass footrail in the main room, tables and dart-boards, a limited selection of foods, a very large one of liquor, some of surprisingly good quality, hand-pumps on the bar for the various ales and beers the Scelhams brewed, and several snugs like this—with high frosted-glass windows for privacy—and you could get a room for the night upstairs, plain but comfortable. There was a good deal of modern stained glass as well, and floors of decorative hydraulic tile—probably more comfortable here in the summer than the alternatives—and the woodwork was mainly some umber-yellow Borneo hardwood that took a high polish and was nearly as hard as iron. 
 
    In other words, it’s Blighty nostalgia for the exiles here, complete with busty blond barmaids, but without going totally overboard about it the way the British abroad often do. 
 
    “Well, Mrs. Smith, we found out enough to pretty much confirm what you said,” Holly said, sipping at her own whiskey: she’d knocked back the first, but was going slow on this. “The question is, how to profit from it? Since the sales appear to be over.” 
 
    Luz tapped a finger on the surface of the table. “The first program of sales,” she said. “The mystery men… we at Smith & Smith call it Mister X… wound that up… aggressively. Now they appear to be shifting to using local intermediaries—the Qing Bang.” 
 
    Or so Susan’s relatives inform me, but there’s no need for you to know that just yet. 
 
    “Those sodding bastards,” Arthur growled. 
 
    Tommy took a cigarette from a spring-loaded silver case that slid open when he tweaked it. Luz sighed inwardly; this wasn’t a good age for people who just disliked the smell of tobacco, and more so since the Armistice, since soldiers smoked like chimneys in action, most of them kept it up after demobilization, and a lot of women had followed suit, partly to seem modern and emancipated and partly in olfactory self-defense. 
 
    Men didn’t go off to smoke and talk business on their own with the women gossiping over tea in the parlor as much these days; which was a good thing on the whole, but… 
 
    And unlike Uncle Teddy, es una pena but I can’t just forbid it in my presence, she thought. 
 
    “Bastards, but strong ones,” Tommy said meditatively. “I can see why our chum —” 
 
    He pronounced it as if spelled choom. 
 
    “—the Assistant Inspector wants us fighting them, but I had a bloody bellyful of fighting because other people wanted me to in France.” 
 
    “Ah, well, here’s what I’ve found out recently,” Luz said. “First, the Green Gang has internal rivalries.” 
 
    “Too big not to,” Holly said with a shrug. 
 
    “It’s China, so it’s all twisty,” Arthur said. 
 
    “It’s life, so it’s twisty, Arthur,” Holly said tartly. “What you grew up with seems simple because you grew up with it.” 
 
    “And you’re twice as twisty as any Chinaman, Holly. Meet yourself coming down the stairs, you would!” 
 
    Luz made a soothing gesture. “Bang means fleet as well as gang in Shanghainese. That’s because they started as a canal boatmen’s association… esencialmente a trade union for the men who worked the fleets carrying the tribute grain north up the Grand Canal.” 
 
    “Bloody hell, something good about the bastards,” Arthur quipped. “Born on a canal narrowboat, I was—Tommy here too.” 
 
    “My husband lived on one, until he stepped into the water between the barge and the bank on his way back from the Boat Inn,” Holly said, and lifted her glass to show why. “Shows you shouldn’t mix whiskey and canal-water.” 
 
    Luz joined in the chuckle—it was amusing, in a way. 
 
    “So how did they go to the bad?” Tommy asked. 
 
    “First the Manchu emperors banned them… they went underground… then the Grand Canal shut down and the government started moving the grain by sea from Shanghai directly. So the boatmen went into smuggling and crime in general… smuggling salt, at first…” 
 
    Salt was traditionally a government monopoly in China, very profitable and vastly resented. 
 
    “Make most of their money out of opium now,” Tommy observed. “Another fine old British tradition that’s not too good for Chinamen, since we made it illegal here five years ago.” 
 
    Luz gestured agreement. “Now, Mister X bypassed them in the first program of sales and I hear they didn’t like that at all when they found out there was real money in it. Or Mr. X’s killing off the middleman buyers, though they might have done that themselves if it was convenient.” 
 
    “Nobody shears my sheep but me,” Tommy observed, with the air of someone quoting a proverb. 
 
    “Precisely. Now Mr. X is back; with more artwork to sell. They can’t do it on the same basis as the first time, not in Shanghai, and this is the most convenient place to move those goods. The Green Gang wouldn’t let them now that they know about it. And they’ve got something else as well; they’re offering living merchandise. Girls, some very young. They promise high quality and low price for the pimps and madams.” 
 
    Prostitution was even bigger business in Shanghai than in most seaport towns; most of the population were recent immigrants from the countryside, with a heavy preponderance of young single men. 
 
    “And even cheaper ones to the labor contractors for the textile mills.” 
 
    Most factories here didn’t hire their workers directly; they paid a lump sum to a contractor for so-and-so many at a fixed weekly price per head. 
 
    “And young boys, for both markets. What’s Scelham and Company’s position on all that?” 
 
    Tommy’s eyes flicked over to his aunt, and she shrugged: 
 
    “There will always be whores and knocking-shops, as long as men are men and enough women are desperate,” Holly said and spread her hands. “We’re willing to make money off it. But this selling… that’s another matter.” 
 
    Ciara stirred slightly beside Luz; she was probably surprised that the Scelhams had any scruples at all. 
 
    Of course, the Scelhams are more or less the way she always thought of English people: gangsters. Only with proletarian accents rather than posh ones, Luz thought. The fact that they’re Gypsy English gangsters doesn’t matter one way or another. 
 
    “What I’m talking about is not sale of daughters by families, or self-indenture with a seasoning of hunger, desperation, intimidation and lies that’s always been common here,” Luz said. “What’s being offered now is apparently girls taken from their homes at gunpoint… or their villages burned down first… and on a large scale. Someone’s raiding villages for laborers. Selling the women and girls for domestic service and prostitution with most of the grown men killed or kept for work-gangs by whoever’s doing this. And young boys taken, four to six, apparently to be raised in camps as soldiers.” 
 
    “Like Janissaries in Turkey in the old days?” Holly asked. 
 
    “Very much,” Luz said, slightly surprised she knew the history. 
 
    Then she paused for an instant: And come to think of it, whoever’s doing it probably got the idea from the same place. Which means someone with a European education, probably. Hmmmm. Plenty of Chinese have gone to schools and universities in Europe and the US, of course. 
 
    “A new supply of cheap whores and contract labor? The Green Gang aren’t all for it?” Tommy said skeptically. 
 
    “Not all of them. Not when it’s undercutting their own operations,” Luz said. 
 
    “Must be pretty bloody cheap to do that,” Arthur said. “The Green Gang scoop poor kids off the street here and sell ‘em. Not just in town, either; send them all the way to Singapore and Borneo.” 
 
    “Stolen goods aren’t sold at a loss,” Holly said—this time her tone had the proverb-quoting sound. “And if it’s a large-scale operation the Mystery Men are running, there could be economies of scale, lower overhead per sales unit—and no relatives or do-gooders in Shanghai to object. This sounds like an out-of-town bunch?” 
 
    “Si. We found out in San Francisco that the people behind this seem to be based in northern China, and that’s where these girls will be coming from, too. My informants say that’s obvious from their dialect… and not being able to talk to anyone here makes it easier to control them, too.” 
 
    “Based in the north… Emperor Yuntai?” Tommy said; that was Yuan Kèdìng’s official throne-name. “Something about this smells of a gummint —” 
 
    Luz had to use context to realize he meant government. 
 
    “—not just a gang, though that’s a thin distinction here.” 
 
    “Thin anywhere, but thinner here,” Holly observed. 
 
    “Could be doing it with Japanese help there if it’s him. Maybe Yuntai can sneeze on his own, but he needs Nippo permission to wipe the snot off his lip. The Yakuza are working in Shanghai too,” Arthur said. 
 
    “Mainly among their own people,” Holly said. “Certainly that’s where they’ve got their knocking-shops, and the girls there are mainly Japanese too. They haven’t tried to move in on the Chinese houses, not lately.” 
 
    “What we need,” Luz said, “Is to get our hands on one of Mr. X’s people. Alive, so we can make him talk.” 
 
    Arthur grinned and dipped a hand into his jacket pocket and came out with a set of brass knuckles on his knobby fist, to show his idea of how to encourage talkativeness. Luz sighed and made a tsk-tsk sound. 
 
    “That’s very old-fashioned, Mr. Scelham. My family worked with the American authorities during the Intervention, and they showed us how to make revolucionario scum talk, without risking killing them too soon—dead men tell no tales. You can always just shoot them in the head later, once you’ve wrung them dry. That’s the modern, Progressive way.” 
 
    “Fair point,” Tommy said. 
 
    He and his aunt were regarding Luz respectfully, obviously intending to take notes on technique. 
 
    “What I’ve heard is that the Red Gang… the Hongbang… and a faction within the Green Gang… don’t want to cooperate with Mr. X. Partly it’s a regional thing: the Red Gang are linked to southern China and the Canton triads, and so are some elements of the Green Gang. Politics are involved too; the Green and Red gangs were also allied for a while to support Sun Yat-Sen and the Kuomintang a few years back, before and during the war… they called it the Mutual Progress Association of the Chinese Republic. The Hongbang want to revive that.” 
 
    “We heard about that,” Tommy said. “Didn’t come to much, after Yuntai’s Dad declared himself Emperor.” 
 
    “It’s ever so common, just being a President,” Holly said, with an ironic quirk at the corner of her mouth as she glanced sidelong at the Americans. “Even a President for life with a son being groomed for the job.” 
 
    “As opposed to being Lord Protector,” Ciara said, her tone equally pawky-dry. 
 
    The fact that he’d chosen Cromwell’s title didn’t endear Viscount Milner to her, and she hadn’t liked him to begin with. The Irish Republican Brotherhood had sympathized with the Boers during the South African War and its guerilla aftermath, and she’d heard a good many stories—some even true—of Milner’s and Kitchener’s cruelties when she was an impressionable child. 
 
    “Neither did the Chinese Republic come to much,” Luz said, steering the conversation back to business. “The warlords have more money and firepower, and Emperor Puppet-Boy —” 
 
    All the Scelhams snorted laughter. 
 
    “—has the Japanese backing him.” 
 
    “Some of the warlords do, too,” Holly observed. “I think the Nippos play them off against each other to keep the pot boiling until they’ve got the time and attention to grab more. China’s too big to handle all at once and they’ve got a lot of loot in the larder as it is.” 
 
    “We took India,” Arthur pointed out. “India’s bloody big and just as stuffed with wogs as China is with Chinamen. And that was further from Blighty than Japan is from China. T’was all sailing ships then, too.” 
 
    “But we didn’t do it in a year,” Holly said. “More like a hundred and fifty, two hundred years. Playing the natives off against each other all the while, and fighting the French there. The Nippos are no fools, worse luck, they’re cunning little devils and they know that trying to take China all at once would be like a weasel trying to eat a bloody cow. They just want to keep the pot simmering—make each bite tender and juicy. Like slow-cooking a tough cut of beef.” 
 
    Luz gave her a respectful glance; that was shrewd… and entirely true about Japanese policy, as the Black Chamber had found. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean the Kuomintang and its sympathizers have stopped trying,” Luz said. “Right now, the Green Gang dissidents don’t want to be openly seen to attack Du Yuesheng…” 
 
    “Big-Ears Du?” Holly said. 
 
    “That’s him. Their leaders are sworn brothers of him and through him of his senior, Pox-Face Huang—bǎ xiōngdì is the term, so they can’t actually be seen giving him the chop with their own hands, or at least not acknowledging they did it, sí? But they’re willing to step in if someone else takes credit for the dirty deed, and they scoop up the pieces afterwards. In three days there’s to be a meeting of the Green Gang leaders with Mister X’s men, with them bringing samples of their wares.” 
 
    “Where?” Tommy said sharply. 
 
    Luz smiled. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “Presuming we can check on some of what you’ve said, yes.” 
 
    Luz extended her hand and he shook it, and then she repeated it with the other two. 
 
    “What I’ve heard is that—" 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: 
 
    Scelham House, New Territories 
 
    Shanghai International Settlement 
 
    Lower Yangtze valley, Republic/Empire/Anarchy of China 
 
    October 30th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
   The Scelham nanny was not just British, but a walking Platonic Ideal, down to her rimless spectacles and Cheltenham Ladies College accent and respectable countryside tweeds and sensible shoes, obviously a gentlewoman fallen on hard times in the chaos of the Great War and its even more chaotic aftermath. 
 
    The tepidness of her handshake with Luz-the-darkly-foreign-and-sinister beneath the electric chandelier over the staircase spoke volumes, but she thawed a little at the sight of the children, who were carrying their favorite toys and little ostrich-hide cases with their night-things and a change of underclothes. And clad in severely proper small frocks and jackets of pink and forest green, complete with knee-socks and buckled shoes and little hats with single feathers. 
 
    Tommy Scelham’s children—he was a widower—were a little dubious about the newcomers; the towheaded boy was about four, and his dark-haired sister two years younger and probably had a different mother, judging her from her looks. She just blinked, looking from one small O’Malley-Whelan face to another and obviously doubting what she saw, screwing up her face in disbelief and then knuckling her eyes and trying again to see if the doubling had gone away. The boy said: 
 
    “They look the same, Dad!” 
 
    “’cause we’re twins,” Mary said helpfully, throwing an arm around Colleen’s shoulders. 
 
    “So we’re the same,” Luciana clarified, pointing at Patricia. 
 
    “Twice as good!” Colleen said, with a slightly gap-toothed grin, holding up two fingers. 
 
    “Four times as good!” Patricia qualified, showing four; they’d been getting a little introductory arithmetic lately. 
 
    “But you’re just girls!” young Thomas Jr. pointed out, apropos of nothing. 
 
    “We’re fighting-scout pilot girls,” Colleen said, throwing her arms wide exuberantly and nearly clouting Mary with her overnight bag by accident. 
 
    “Samurai girls like Tomoe Gozen!” Patricia said. 
 
    “Like Hua Mulan!” Luciana chimed in. 
 
    “We’re ex’plorers!” Colleen added. 
 
    “We fight sky pirates!” Patricia said. 
 
    Luciana nodded with firm-set lips and summed up the consensus of the family: 
 
    “We’re great.” 
 
    “An’ we’re… we’re prettier than you, too… so there!” Mary finished. 
 
    The nannies and parents swooped in to nip the potential cataclysm in the bud, and the children were kissed, patted and shepherded upstairs with well-omened smiles and promises of hot cocoa with whipped cream. Though Luz could see that Ciara was fighting back tears for a moment, before she forced calm on herself, and the children were nervous and nervously aggressive; they had well-honed antennae for adult emotion and could tell something was afoot. 
 
    Luz and her party and the adult Scelhams paused at the foot of the stairway and looked at each other. She and Ciara and the Taguchis doffed their long trenchcoats. Underneath they were all in low soft boots—soft except for the concealed steel toe-caps—loose trousers tucked into them, and knit pullover jerseys with leather patches on the elbows. 
 
    “Well, I suppose something like this happened when Odysseus left for Troy, too,” Luz said, buckling on her gun-belt and checking various items. 
 
    Their luggage for the country-house party contained a good many weapons. 
 
    “That bit doesn’t get into the stories, mostly,” Tommy agreed. “Think that fancy bundook will be useful? It getting dark and all.” 
 
    That fancy bundook was her Springfield Sharpshooter. Not the one she’d used to shoot Pancho Villa’s horse out from under him; that hung on a wall in the study back at the Casa, near the portraits of her murdered parents, with silver-filled notches in the buttstock as symbols of the revenge their daughter had taken. This was the latest model. She didn’t let sentiment get in the way of efficiency in her tools. 
 
    Luz finished taking it out of the carrying case, the infinitely familiar weight of walnut and steel and the fruity-metallic smell of the light coating of gun-oil, and held it at port-arms so that he could see it. The years of irregular war in the Mexican Intervention had taught the American armed forces—and the Black Chamber—the importance of sniping, and the Great War had reinforced that since. The Party, Uncle Teddy, and his right-hand man General Leonard Wood, head of the General Staff since 1912, had thrown their worship of science, engineering and research into the mix. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    Her right forefinger tapped the side of the telescopic sight, which was much wider at the front. 
 
    “See the grande objective lens here? A bit more than two inches across. That gathers light, and there’s a radium dot to illuminate the reticle inside when you press this button. Not quite like having a cat’s eyes, but good enough.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to the tall windows that flanked the front door’s teak portals. 
 
    “Moon’s up until nearly two tomorrow morning, call it eight hours from now, it’s three-quarters full, sky’s pretty clear… yes, the rifle will be useful. Double-weight free-floating barrel, there’s this bipod, it’s selected match ammunition, and I re-zeroed it the last few days. Arma muy benita. An old friend of mine.” 
 
    She took a fat cylinder eight inches long out of its rest in the gun-case and screwed it on to the threaded end of the Sharpshooter’s barrel. 
 
    “And this is the very latest thing.” 
 
    “A silencer?” Tommy asked. “Does it work?” 
 
    “Well enough. You can’t stop that sort of snapping-elastic crack the bullet makes when it goes past—” 
 
    Most of those present nodded, and mostly without noticing they had, being intimately familiar with that unpleasant sound. Though if you heard it, you’d been missed. 
 
    “—but it reduces the sound at the muzzle to something like this.” 
 
    She slung the weapon over her back and clapped her hands together hard with the palms cupped to make the sound a little hollow. 
 
    “Ah, harder to tell where it’s coming from, then,” Tommy said. 
 
    A sniper who was spotted had a radically reduced life-expectancy, not least because everyone who’d been on the receiving end of sniping hated them. 
 
    Arthur Scelham grunted as a housemaid brought him his personal weapon, a Lewis gun with no bipod and an extra pistol-grip on the forestock, wobbling a little as she handed it to him and he gave it a quick expert check-over. Luz would have thought it too cumbersome—they weighed about twenty-seven pounds loaded with the forty-nine round pan magazine in place—but he handled it as easily as a rifle. Or at least as easily as she did the fourteen pounds of the Sharpshooter. 
 
    “And you say you’re an antiques dealer? Sure you’re not really a poacher, lass?” he said cheerfully, exhilarated by the prospect of a fight… though there was also a twitch in one lean cheek. 
 
    “I was an only child, and my father taught me to shoot and hunt as a girl,” Luz said—quite truthfully. “I’ve… kept it up. Did you poach in England, Mr. Scelham?” 
 
    “Poach? I never! We’re Romany, and Gypsies don’t poach. Can’t poach.” 
 
    Luz silently raised a brow; every landlord, gamekeeper and policeman from Scotland to the Punjab would disagree, loudly and often. 
 
    Arthur Scelham grinned and explained: “’cos when Devla made the world—” 
 
    Devla meant God, or near enough, in Romani. 
 
    “—He gave all the game in the world to us, see, so when we nick rabbits or pheasants we’re just taking it back into right and proper ownership. So to speak.” 
 
    “Same as the horses,” Holly Green added helpfully. 
 
    She had a pistol in a custom-made shoulder holster under a light jacket, but was apparently planning to keep to the background in the coming night’s events, on the theory that someone had to keep the home fires burning. 
 
    All four of Luz’s party were wearing their .40 automatics in high-hip holsters of molded leather covered in dark cloth; Susan had the same on the rough-work version of her Chinese working outfit, and a harness that left her tiger-claw short swords worn crossways on her back, with the hilts jutting over her shoulders. Midori had her cut-down Remington, and Fumiko her modified Thompson, both with extra ammunition and a few grenades and various other items on bandoliers; Ciara was carrying a full-size shotgun instead, a coil of rope with a folding grapnel, and a pair of night-glasses in a case at her left hip. The Taguchis pulled on knit caps that covered the face as well, with a slit left for the eyes; Luz and Ciara left theirs pushed up for now. 
 
    “Do you have a similarly liberal attitude about that herd of pretty little roe-deer I saw coming in through your park?” Luz said. 
 
    “Not on your life, Mrs. Smith. And my gamekeeper has orders to shoot to kill if any evil thieving bastard tries for one,” Tommy said, and motioned towards the door with a mock-courtly bow. 
 
    “Amazons before gentlemen,” he said as he pulled on gloves of thin black chamois leather, covering the reddened skin of his right hand, and took his Thompson from the one-eyed butler. “Everyone should be here by now, out for a quiet, pleasant evening in the fresh country air.” 
 
    “Wholesome rural pursuits,” Holly Green added, lighting one of her thin cheroots. 
 
    The Scelham residence was in the chunk of territory Shanghai’s Municipal Council had annexed in 1916. This part was west of the north-flowing Huangpu, well outside the built-up area though connected by a spanking-new hard-surfaced road lined with equally new telephone and power lines. The house was excruciatingly new itself, completed about a year ago judging by the faint lingering smell of drying plaster beneath the scents of wax and flowers and tobacco. 
 
    The furniture was mostly gracious Regency English antiques—going cheap these days, with the salvage of London on the market and so many of Britain’s surviving prominent families financing their relocation by flogging off the family heirlooms. There were some quite good Chinese pieces and porcelain, with Kashmiri-Indian rugs on the polished hardwood parquet floors. Along with a selection of paintings that ranged from Gainsborough to what she recognized with the knowledge she’d acquired for this mission as a work by Ma Quan with her typical subjects of flowers and butterflies, finished off with a competent portrait of Tommy Scelham on a Thoroughbred at the first landing of the sweeping staircase. 
 
    She suspected Holly Green’s preferences at work in the interior. It didn’t have the smooth sameness you got with purchased taste from an expert; Arthur would just have gold-plated everything; and she pegged Tommy as someone who didn’t much care about the visuals of his surroundings, as long as they matched his ambitions. 
 
    If the Scelhams had made a fortune in their native Birmingham before the war, they’d have undoubtedly bought a big house of respectable antiquity in the countryside with attached acreage and taken to riding around togged out with red coats in packs of mounted gentry-folk, and behind packs of hysterical dogs, all intent on the painful slaughter of a doomed, terrified fox. 
 
    The unspeakable in pursuit of the inedible, as Wilde put it. Mind you, the voles and rabbits and chickens probably stand on the sidelines cheering on the demise of el zorro. 
 
    It was virtually an instinctive reflex for an Englishman who made good, along with sending their offspring to the misnamed public schools like Eton or Winchester or Rugby where they could acquire elite connections, gentleman’s manners and plummy accents by osmosis amid the bad food, flogging, obsessive sports and rote-learned Latin. That sort of genteel ruralizing wasn’t an option in Shanghai, but they’d done the next best thing. 
 
    From what she’d seen driving up with the setting sun behind the roofline, the building was a four-square bit of two-story stone Georgian Warwickshire manor-house, complete with pillared entrance, tall chimney-stacks wafting smoke gently skyward over steep roofs, symmetrical windows and very young wisteria just starting to grow up trellises on the walls, with a servant’s wing to the rear and outbuildings including garages, stables… and a small training racetrack. Enough to boggle the mind in a stretch of Yangtze Delta Chinese countryside, but then the English had never been shy about transporting home wherever they went and kicking anything or anyone in the way out of the way. 
 
    A wall in the same pale limestone surrounded five or six acres of garden plantings still raw, in fact still underway in places, and there was a large conservatory-greenhouse under construction. The manor-house parkland would be an equally out-of-place slice of Midland countryside when it was finished, if you discounted the discreet low-slung concrete pillboxes with slits to give overlapping fields of fire for machine-gun nests, but the plantings would turn them into harmless-looking mounds when grown, and they were approached by tunnels. Several square miles of the surroundings was now Scelham property too—Luz wouldn’t have wanted to be a peasant who refused their offer— and was being reorganized into pasture for a modest stud of racehorses, and around that into vegetable, fruit and dairy farms to provide Shanghai’s immigrants with the sort of provender they’d been raised on. That part had all the modern conveniences, including several tractors and power-driven pumps for irrigation—water was only a few feet down in this delta country. 
 
    Beds of chrysanthemum glowed gold and white and red in the dusk against the green laws as they came out to a chorus of cheers, and scented the cool of an autumn evening with their earthy, herbal fragrance. The moon hung high in a sky scattered with wisps of cloud that had turned ruddy as the sun sank below the horizon and a few stars appeared in the east. 
 
    Though auto exhaust was cutting into that flowery smell right now, since the circular graveled drive outside the front door was occupied with eight big brewery trucks standing with their motors running. All of them had blazons like SCELHAM XXXX and SCELHAM’S BITTER ALE or BIRMINGHAM OLD, some with pictures of smiling, rosy-cheeked barmaids with bosoms falling out of their bodices clutching multiple foaming mugs. 
 
    More of the diversified interests, Luz thought. 
 
    But the passengers were throwing dark tarpaulins over the cargo compartments and lashing them down into drab anonymity; Shanghai hadn’t gotten around to registration plates for autos yet. 
 
    And as for those passengers… 
 
    ¡Cuántos matones! she thought. That’s as choice a collection of two-score unhung rogues as I’ve seen in a while. Es una maravilla that they don’t break out into a chorus of ‘Yo Ho Ho And A Bottle of Rum’… let’s see… 
 
    “Thirty-nine exactly,” Ciara murmured in her ear. “Four Lewis guns, six Thompsons, twenty-seven rifles, and assorted… stuff.” 
 
    They were in street dress, but of rough practical cloth, all dark-colored, with stout shoes, and here and there a bit of old repurposed British Army uniform or webbing, or a bandana tied around a head to vary the cloth caps. None of them were past their thirties, but most looked old enough to have fought in the Great War. 
 
    An impression added to by a few little things like a face she glimpsed for an instant before a mask was settled back, and very much wished she hadn’t. Slagged to red keloid ruin by a splash of corrosive mustard-gas, the undamaged bright blue eyes that must have been protected by a pair of goggles looking more ghastly still by contrast above the ragged hole where a nose had been, the twisted lipless mouth and wet yellow fang-stubs. 
 
    Glad I didn’t get that sight just before dinner. 
 
    One ferret-faced little freckled horror with splayed buck teeth was dressed in a collarless gray shirt below his cloth cap, and suspenders to his baggy pants—suspenders with Mills grenades on loops. He was also rolling the stub of a cigarette from one side of his mouth to another while he absently flicked a straight-razor held in the palm of his hand open and shut. Like the rest he had slung bandoliers of ammunition across his chest, pouches of five-round stripper clips for the slightly old-fashioned but perfectly functional Lee-Enfield rifles that most carried amid the automatic weapons. 
 
    But the Lewis guns don’t have my darling’s improvements, Luz thought with a moment’s whimsy. 
 
    “Looks like not many of them got back from the Western Front undamaged,” she said in a neutral tone. 
 
    “Nobody got back from the Front undamaged,” Tommy said with bleak sincerity. “Nobody came back at all, if you mean the men they were before.” 
 
    “You didn’t, Tommy,” his aunt said quietly, just before she turned and went back inside. “Not the boy I knew.” 
 
    “No… He died and I came back instead.” 
 
    The orthodox military weapons were supplemented by revolvers, automatic pistols, trench-knives with knuckle-duster handles, coshes, bludgeons made from entrenching-tool handles with bolts or spikes sunk into the ends and other assorted instruments for the infliction of pain and death of the sort you might have seen on a trench-raid on the Somme in 1916, or for that matter in a slum in Birmingham or Glasgow. 
 
    Though one pair… 
 
    “What on earth are those?” Ciara said—in Mandarin, for privacy’s sake, bending aside for a closer look. “They can’t be…” 
 
    “Flame-throwers,” Luz answered, though she was sure Ciara had blurted the question in shock rather than ignorance. 
 
    American gangsters used Thompsons sometimes, but this really was going a bit far. 
 
    “American model, from just before the end of the Great War, but we shipped them to the British too—one-man weapon, but his friend’s got another. The Scelhams really must have very good… connections.” 
 
    She looked the crowd over again; Tommy and his brother had plunged into it, handshakes and back-slapping leaving a ripple as he headed for the spot he’d picked for a last-minute address. 
 
    “I think we’re seeing a demonstration of how the British Empire wasn’t an accident, and that it wasn’t the ones from the playing fields of Eton who did the actual throat-cutting. More a matter of them swooping in to take most of the loot afterwards.” 
 
    The plain Ford motor-truck that Luz had driven to Scelham House with her household was parked near another near-identical one that Eric Zhou had brought. He had ten men with him; they looked like students and clerks, but reasonably tough ones, all afire to do and die for China and the Republic, and they all knew how to handle the R-13 rifles Luz had provided; she suspected one was an American Army veteran and had taught the others. And they’d brought a rabbity-looking bespectacled young man with a black medical bag who was an authentic graduate of Johns Hopkins medical school and who’d shyly confided to the Americans that he missed hamburgers and Coca-Cola and college football games bitterly. 
 
    Shen Si stood a little to one side, cradling a Thompson with a 50-round drum; he’d taken to that like a duck to water, and even had a fair approximation of fire-discipline once he’d enjoyed running through a few magazines full-tilt in the quiet reaped rice-field they’d found as an impromptu firing-range over the last few days. 
 
    Though at his recommendation she’d supplied the other five guards—the ones he referred to as those stupid turtles, which was mildly obscene in Chinese, rather like an equivalent American’s use of dickhead—with Remington pump-action shotguns along with bandoliers of slugs and double-ought buckshot. Plus their own choice assortment of blades and one fighting-iron, a jointed steel flail. They were all nudging each other and smiling, with a few muttered under-the-breath jokes. 
 
    Shen ducked his head and grinned as she came up. “Thank you for asking me to bring my men on this, madam,” he said. 
 
    “It’s risky,” she warned again, to him and the others. 
 
    None of them had been very concerned about that, once Zhou had made it convincingly clear that they weren’t going up against the whole Green Gang, and that they’d have protection afterwards. 
 
    Shen stroked the Thomson affectionately, rather as if it were a cat. 
 
    “Fifty dollars Mex is fifty Mex, and I’ve wanted one of these since the first time I saw one, Smith-Madam,” he said. 
 
    Keeping it after he left her employ was part of the deal, along with the cash bonus and a quick course in how to field-strip, clean and maintain the weapon. 
 
    “And besides,” he went on cheerfully with an expressive shrug, “—if risk bothered me I’d be back in my village, bent over with my nose in the paddy-field night-soil and my ass up in the air for any bandit or warlord’s man to kick as he pleased. Fifteen years of that was plenty!” 
 
    There were murmurs of assent, and some casually obscene exclamations of agreement. They were all peasants by birth except one, whose father had been a village blacksmith. None of them were nostalgic about the dirt, toil, isolation, endless dull sameness and hunger, and all of them regarded those who stuck to it with a degree of scorn—mostly a moderately good-natured contempt. They reminded her of some Mexican bandits she’d met professionally during the Intervention, though less obsessive about their manly swagger. 
 
    Tommy Scelham hopped on the knee-high retaining wall around one of the flower-beds, his own Thompson held by the rear pistol-grip, with the butt on his right hip and his long open black coat flapping a little about the riding-boots on his calves in the light cool breeze. The peak of his cloth cap was drawn down over his pale cold eyes. 
 
    “Right, lads, ready to go over the top again?” 
 
    “Fookin’ right, Sergeant-Major!” one of them yelled, to a chorus of confirmation. “Let’s hop the bloody bags!” 
 
    A long grunting howl came from the man in the mask who’d had his lips burned off by chemical fire. 
 
    “Here’s your daily tot, then,” he said, to even louder cheers. 
 
    House servants came out with trays of big thick-bodied white mugs; eight Chinese girls in maid’s uniforms and four Englishmen too damaged for action even by the liberal standards of this crowd. One stumped along on a wooden leg, another was the butler, with his eyepatch and a bad limp, one used a steel hook instead of a left hand, and one jerked and trembled occasionally and didn’t seem to speak. The mugs were three-quarters full of hot sweet tea, and the English domestics had gallon-sized jugs of glazed earthenware full of strong thick syrupy rum, still bearing their Army label of S.R.D. Which she knew stood for Supply Reserve Depot, or to the troops ‘Seldom Reaches Destination’ or ‘Soon Runs Dry’. 
 
    Barrel of rum? Now there’s nothing lacking but el maldito parrot, Luz thought as the sight of the jugs brought a roar of nostalgic greetings. 
 
    An eighth of a pint of rum was the daily ration the British army had served out in the trenches in France, at the dawn ‘stand-to’ or just before an attack if one was scheduled, and that was what was poured into each mug. Luz took one, and so did Ciara and the Taguchis, Shen and his men, and most of Zhou’s—though the Chinese generally passed on the baskets of sandwiches, which were ham-and-cheese or shrimp paste or dense folded pastries stuffed with plum-and-apple preserve. 
 
    The Johns Hopkins graduate fell on them with nostalgic pleasure and took a big bite of a ham-and-cheese. Shen Si nibbled tentatively at one of the shrimp-paste ones and said: 
 
    “Not bad. A little bland, sort of like a dumpling.” 
 
    Luz took one of the fruit pastries; she found something sweet before action was a good idea, though a full stomach wasn’t. The rest did the same, and Ciara nibbled unenthusiastically while the Taguchis pushed back their hoods and wolfed theirs. 
 
    “Eat up, sweetie,” Luz said gently. “It’ll all be over soon.” 
 
    Ciara smiled and obeyed, washing the bites down with the tea; it was probably much better tea than the military version, and Luz found the warmth invigorating. 
 
    “We’d done this often enough together!” Ciara said stoutly. “Remember when we were racing away from the Z-gas plant in Zacatecas, with Henrietta working the homing device in the back seat and those German Lufttorpedos following us through the dark like lonely puppies?” 
 
    Though that was in 1917, and she hasn’t missed it, Luz thought affectionately. She’d just been shot in the shoulder then, for one thing… That was an adventure, looking back on it. But looking back, you know you made it out alive. Adventure: someone else in bad trouble far away or long ago or both, including your former self as someone else. 
 
    “The reason we make such a good team is that we don’t have identical talents,” Luz said. “You’re the one who figured out what the homing device was and where they’d put it and that the Germans had smuggled in the sky-torpedoes. I wouldn’t have known either of them from Adam, not if they were both gnawing on mi cula.” 
 
    Ciara flashed a smile. Luz left unspoken: this will be my area of expertise. 
 
    Years of dutiful practice had made Ciara a better than average shot and fairly adept at combatives. No amount of effort would make her a natural fighter; she had nerve in plenty, but also a bone-deep dislike for inflicting harm on other human beings. She could do it when it was unavoidable—some people just couldn’t, even to save their lives—but it disgusted her. Luz didn’t particularly enjoy the actual killing, unless she had some personal reason to dislike her opponent, but she’d never had the slightest hesitation about the process when it was necessary… 
 
    Or to be honest, even just when convenient, she thought. 
 
    … and she enjoyed aspects of deadly action the same way she enjoyed hunting. 
 
    “Look at it this way, querida—besides getting a lead on Mister X and his V-gas plans, we’ll be saving a lot of girls from a fate that really is worse than death, like Donaldinda Cameron and Tien Fuh Wu in San Francisco.” 
 
    Ciara visibly perked up and gave Luz a grateful smile. The life of a slave-whore indentured to a brothel in a Chinese city usually did end in death anyway, from disease and despair and drugs, and it generally didn’t take all that long, either. 
 
    The head of Scelham and Company waited for his audience to down their rum-laced tea, and until most of them were munching on a sandwich or pastry. His voice carried easily over the murmur of motors and shuffle of feet. 
 
    “Right, now listen, you horrible lot: the problem isn’t going to be killing the people we want to kill,” he said. 
 
    “Too right!” someone called, to general laughter. “Too fookin’ right it ain’t!” 
 
    “If there’s any left for the rest of us after Artie the Mad Bastard goes through!” another called. 
 
    Arthur Scelham was standing in front of the curb his brother was standing on; he had his Lewis gun slung, but grinned and went through a brief and quite professional-looking boxing routine with a flurry of left and right jabs. 
 
    Remind me never to box with Arthur, Luz thought dryly; there was an odd glitter in his eye, and he was obviously remembering pummeling someone. 
 
    Boxing was a rough sport, really, not a serious method of fighting, to which it bore the same relationship that college football did to actual war. 
 
    “The problem is not killing the ones we don’t want killed. So you can kill the ones coming at you or shooting…” 
 
    “Too bloody right I’ll kill them boogers,” someone said, and Tommy nodded before he went on: 
 
    “But any Chinaman who’s unarmed or has his hands up or is lying on the ground with hands behind his head or is even just bloody running away… you don’t scrag him, see? And when me or Arthur says cease fire, you fookin’ well cease fire, you understand? You’d better understand, because if any of you sorry sods kills the wrong ones, he answers to me. And he won’t like that, not a bit of it. We don’t want to fight the whole Green Gang, not yet we don’t. So anyone who’s got a problem with those rules can bloody well bugger off right now and save me the trouble of shooting him afterwards to keep the Chinks I’m working with happy.” 
 
    None did, though one baby-faced man with a bayoneted rifle put up a hand and said with troubled sincerity: 
 
    “I’ll try me best, sarn’t-major, I will, I will, I promise. But they all look alike!” 
 
    Someone else laughed and called out: “Yer fooked now, Bert. You can’t tell cunt from arsehole with a tot in you, man, much less one Chinaman from another!” 
 
    “Or care bugger-all for the difference,” someone else said, whereupon Bert’s friends had to restrain him. 
 
    “Now finish your sandwiches and let’s get to work,” Scelham said. “An evening of hard graft, lads, and then the drinks are on the house! And there’s no bottom to the barrel.” 
 
    That got a loud cheer and a businesslike scramble to board the repurposed brewery trucks. The Johns Hopkins alumnus had been giving a running translation for Zhou’s squad of idealists, though complaining about the dialect he was hearing; they all looked grim, but Shen Si and most of his group laughed when they heard the exchange with the hapless Bert rendered into their language. 
 
    “I didn’t know yáng guǐzi—” foreign devils “—could make a good joke,” Shen said, which said something about his sense of humor. 
 
    One of his band who hadn’t laughed scratched at a bristle-cropped scalp. 
 
    “Why should the yáng guǐzi have trouble telling us apart?” he said, puzzled. “I mean, they’re all alike but we aren’t. And dialects… do foreign devils have dialects too? Everything they say sounds the same to me—except the Eastern Dwarf Devils, they just bark and grunt like sick dogs puking.” 
 
    Shen cuffed him on the back of the head. “Each flower finds its own eyes,” he growled, which was a Chinese proverb that meant more or less that everything depended on your point of view. “Now into the motor wagon, turtle-head.” 
 
    Luz took a long deep breath and let it out slowly. “Let’s go.” 
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    oming in,” Fumiko said softly from the darkness about three hours later. 
 
    It wasn’t very dark to someone who’d spent a lot of time out of doors in the countryside after sunset, not with a three-quarter moon and plenty of stars, and the insects and rustling of small animals were loud. Fumiko was still just a suggestion to Luz as she eeled across the brushy edge of the little peach orchard. Luz felt a pang of nostalgia, for games of hide-and-seek as girls, and the times her father had included the three Taguchi children on hunting trips and the four of them had played at stalking each other after making camp with him as referee, while skewers of venison grilled amid the smell of woodsmoke and coffee… 
 
    She was better at it now than he’d been then… but that was the foundation. 
 
    Tommy Scelham arrived a few moments later, and with him were his two scouts. They were about a half-mile from the village to the northward. Closest to them was a largish walled compound, a gentleman’s dwelling by local standards and brightly lit with what were probably kerosene lanterns. Perhaps owned by the gang, perhaps by a rich merchant from Shanghai who’d bought rural land or a remnant of the old scholar-gentry, in either case taking a prudent vacation somewhere else when the Green Gang asked for the use of the building. 
 
    The rest was densely packed smaller houses along a single lane to the westward, one-story buildings thatched in straw and whitewashed and half-hidden by clumps of carefully managed bamboo and fir, camphor and cinnamon trees. A slightly grander roof, done in tile rather than thatch and sporting upswept eaves marked the village temple; the tops of gingko, cypress, elm and oak trees showed from its courtyard. 
 
    There were lights there too, but only four that she could see. The whole landscape was pancake-flat to the limits of sight, but drainage ditches and little canals broke it up, and trees dotted it here and there, by themselves or in small groves on the burial-mounds that were the tallest features around. It was all intensely lush and fertile, but crowded—she could make out another two hamlets in the distance even by moonlight, from their own faint lamp-glow—and every single feature and bit of vegetation was shaped or planted by human hands and had been for a long, long time. Left to itself this would be a watery wilderness of reeds and marsh swarming with wild game… rather like the bayous of southern Louisiana but with water buffalo, elephants and tigers thrown in. 
 
    Scelham unfolded his map. The whole area annexed to the International Settlement five years ago had been surveyed and mapped from the air using techniques developed on the Western Front, and the Municipal Council’s offices sold the results for a modest fee at any scale you pleased. 
 
    “Where, what?” he said, using a shaded flashlight inside a cupped hand and with their bodies between it and the buildings, to make the map useable without advertising their presence. 
 
    Fumiko spoke first: “The meeting’s being held in this big building against the north wall of the compound,” she said, pointing and then tapping one black-gloved finger on the map. “All the villagers seem to be packed in over there around the temple, mostly asleep. Probably wanted to get as far away from the Green Gang bigwigs and their guests as they could.” 
 
    Good, that’ll put them out of the way, Luz thought. This depends on surprise and speed, and the last thing we need is a bunch of panic-stricken peasants blundering around in the crossfire. 
 
    The map showed a typical double courtyard enclosed within a rectangular outer wall and aligned north-south. There was a gatehouse in the southern wall with its own roof making a parapet over the gate, which was big enough for a loaded wagon—or auto—when it wasn’t closed and barred as it was now. 
 
    And the gate’s offset to the east of center in the wall for feng shui, and also so you can’t see through it and the inner gate into the private courtyard at the north. 
 
    The offset gate gave into a hall-like building within which ended in a courtyard, beyond that another gate and hall and another courtyard, bigger and landscaped with trees and flowers, and the two-story main house built south-facing against the northernmost wall. The whole rectangle was lined with other buildings set against the inner side of a circuit-wall eighteen feet high, hiding everything but the rooftops and a pair of tall trees. It was a matter of definitions if it was one very large house or separate connected ones. 
 
    “There’s a dozen autos and motor-trucks drawn up just east of here in a harvested cotton-field, with four guards—maybe drivers too—three revolvers and a double-barrel shotgun that I saw. Someone put down boards across a little canal thing, like a big ditch, so they could drive over it.” 
 
    From what Susan had said a home like their target was intended to house an extended and often polygamous family of several generations and reaching out laterally to cousins, along with their servants, concubines and attendants. 
 
    Not to mention protecting them against thieves and bandits, which were a problem in China at the best of times—and the last century hadn’t been kind to this country, as the Qing dynasty declined towards its final collapse, monstrous revolts like the Taiping and the Red Turbans shook the countryside and public order decayed and with it roads and canals and waterworks. And of course outsiders carving off slices now and then, when they weren’t burning down the Summer Palace and peeing on the ancestral graves amid a chorus of hoots and mocking laughter. 
 
    “And there’s an airship moored about a thousand yards north.” 
 
    “Airship?” Luz asked, surprised. 
 
    “Well, an airboat,” Fumiko said. 
 
    That was the way you distinguished between the biggest lighter-than-air craft, the ones with an internal skeleton, and the smaller ones that relied on gas pressure and a keel for their shape. Needless to say, it was a recent coinage. 
 
    “Size?” Luz asked. 
 
    “About… three hundred seventy-five to four hundred feet long, around a hundred feet maximum diameter, two-level gondola about sixty feet long flush to the bottom, chin and stern turrets with machine-guns, two big radial engines on stub wings, X-form control fins.” 
 
    Which, give or take the machine-guns and some details, described nearly every large modern semirigid in the world. Of which there were probably thousands now. 
 
    “It’s got a central wheel on a short pivoting boom on the bottom, and it’s been anchored fore and aft in the middle of a new-planted wheat-field. It just about fills it.” 
 
    That meant it was designed to land and take off from rough spots with minimal facilities, often simply setting down some of the crew on ropes to plant the anchors. 
 
    “No insignia, and different color schemes above and below—hard to be sure in this light, but green-brown and blue respectively, I think.” 
 
    Camouflage, Luz thought. Meant to be hidden from aircraft against the ground, and from the ground against the sky. Talk of Sky Pirates, and they appear! 
 
    “Lights on in the control cabin. Can’t tell how many of the crew are on board.” 
 
    “Probably German originally,” Ciara said. “The Albatross 88: they copied that from the new USN long-range D-class patrol boats just after the Armistice, scaled it up a wee bittie, and they’re making civilian copies for medium-range passenger use now—quite a few, hundreds, on routes that don’t have enough traffic for a Zeppelin but are too much for aeroplanes. They’ve sold lots to the other Central Powers.” 
 
    “And you can buy anything from the Turks or Bulgars if you grease the right palms,” Luz said thoughtfully. 
 
    “But the Japanese are making their own version of it just this year. And it could be one of ours originally, I suppose, and we’ve sold some to the French. The British are making something very similar too.” 
 
    “Midori’s keeping it under observation. Six guards there, and they’ve got a fire,” Fumiko said. “Two by that, four patrolling a perimeter, and they take turns.” 
 
    Several of those present snorted. A fire just killed your night-sight without providing enough light to see much, but lighting a fire at night in strange country was a human instinct hard to eradicate. 
 
    “Is there tension on the anchor-cables?” Ciara asked. 
 
    “Yes, they’re drawn tight enough to twang like a guitar-string.” 
 
    Ciara nodded. “That means they’re keeping high positive buoyancy. In an emergency they can just release the cables and pop straight up a couple of hundred feet, like… like a fly-fisherman flicking a lure out of the water. Thousands of feet if they vent water-ballast at the same time. Ready for a quick departure.” 
 
    “The guards at the airboat are wearing those long lap-over coat things with belts… sabers on the belts… and tooled leather boots with upturned toes and beadwork.” 
 
    “Lap-over coats… deels. And gutals, Mongol riding boots. Mongols. Or someone from that area, Chinese or Russians or whatever, in their dress.” Luz said. 
 
    Probably tough fighters, but severely out of place—these waterways and handkerchief-sized fields must be like the moon if you come from the Gobi. 
 
    She’d been studying the—meager—assortment of works on that part of the world they’d located before leaving San Francisco, after the professor pegged the dying words of the man who’d killed himself in the alley in Chinatown. She’d even memorized most of a short Mongol dictionary, though her pronunciation was probably barbarous or incomprehensible or both. 
 
    “And they’ve all got assault rifles. Couldn’t tell whose.” 
 
    Luz barred her teeth slightly. The now-defunct Russian Empire had developed the first assault rifle in 1916, via a man called Fedorov, using a low-powered Japanese Arisaka 6.5mm round. They hadn’t had a chance to deploy the Fedorov Avtomat before their country went belly-up in surrender and collapse, but the Germans had looted several thousand and the machine-tools from the factory—officially as reparations—and copied it with improvements as their Sturmgewehr, Stg-16 for short. First for specialist Stoßtruppen, and since the Armistice for all their infantry. 
 
    Then the Japanese had copied that in 1920 with their Type 73; the two weapons were virtually identical except for a few minor details like the sights and where the front pistol-grip was. 
 
    Whoever made them they were bad news, as Luz and Ciara had found out in France in December 1916. They could do anything a semi-auto rifle could up to about eight hundred yards, and everything a submachine gun could do but not limited to the hundred yards or so of a Thompson, and do most of what a light machine gun like the Lewis did too, all in one nine-and-a-half-pound package. 
 
    Being pinned down while half a dozen of those things chewed at the wall next to my head is not a pleasant memory. 
 
    “There are oil drums stacked there too—probably they refueled. And there are two fighting-scouts in the next field over. The guards patrol both.” 
 
    Luz’s brows rose further. “I’m surprised there’s any field big enough for them to take off from!” 
 
    “There isn’t, just barely enough to land, but they have rocket-bottles mounted,” she said. 
 
    The mask hid her mouth, but Luz heard a grin. 
 
    Rocket bottles had been developed to send Luftorpedos up their launching ramps, kicking them over stall speed so their pusher-props could take over. Since then they’d been adapted to let ordinary aeroplanes use places too tight for a normal takeoff. 
 
    An Air Corps pilot she knew had defined the experience of using them as God kicking you in the ass, with an addendum: just before the wings rip off and you crash and burn. 
 
    To say it was a risky method was like saying Uncle Teddy was a powerful man… 
 
    “What make?” Ciara asked. 
 
    “German, I think—late-war models. Single-seat, two machine-guns. And they have refueling booms. Mounted behind the cockpit, slanting forward over the upper wing.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not complex, any railway machine-shop could copy it from the descriptions in the magazines,” Ciara said. “That’s how they could escort the airboat a long way. Though I don’t envy the pilots unless they stopped a few times, and it adds drag.” 
 
    The Great Powers had developed in-air refueling just lately, usually with an airship or airboat providing the gasoline, allowing long-range patrols by aeroplane. It wasn’t as dangerous as using rocket bottles for an assisted takeoff, which didn’t mean it was easy. 
 
    “What about the compound?” Scelham said. 
 
    He’s taking her report to test it against his own scout, Luz thought. Clever. 
 
    Fumiko’s finger moved around the perimeter of the building as she continued: 
 
    “No windows in the exterior wall, but it has an inside walkway all around it near the top, with a parapet about four feet high, judging from how much of the sentries it covers.” 
 
    “The architect taking precautions,” Luz said, and Scelham nodded. 
 
    “Two sentries here on the south front gate closest to us, right over the gate—there’s a sort of platform higher up over them, just under the gatehouse roof, with exposed stairs leading up to it and a low sandbagged barrier on top of it, looks like some sort of firing position. The rear gate at the northern end has the same arrangement, and there are two more sentries facing towards where the aircraft are. Four more patrolling along the side walls, two on each, walking the circuit of the wall. They didn’t see us.” 
 
    Her finger moved up to tap the left, western side of the compound, three-quarters of the way up. 
 
    “They’re keeping what sounded like twenty or thirty women here, in one of the chambers built along the inside of the wall… probably a storehouse originally, I suppose. We could hear them talking—crying and screaming now and then too.” 
 
    “You could carry that many on the airboat, if it’s rigged for it… just a matter of stripping out the hold… but it would be very crowded,” Ciara said. 
 
    “Crammed like a tight-pack slaver on the Middle Passage in the old days,” Luz said grimly. “Only flying instead of sailing.” 
 
    Isn’t Progress grand… 
 
    Fumiko’s voice was carefully neutral, and her finger moved up to the northern end. 
 
    “The meeting in the big house sounds like quite a party—loud voices, music, lots of lights, shouting sometimes. In more than one language, not just Chinese. Noise from the hall inside the south gate as well, but not as much.” 
 
    “Giving the men they’ve got barracked there a party too,” Tommy Scelham said. 
 
    His teeth skinned back from his lips. “Bloody bad idea, if you expect trouble… an’ we’re the trouble. They’ll be pot-valiant. No sentries outside?” 
 
    “Not that we could see, Mr. Scelham,” Midori said. 
 
    “Me neither, guv’nor,” Scelham’s own scout said; he was the freckled ferret with the straight-razor, and he gave Midori a quick considering look and a nod. “Didn’t spot neither uv the young ladies, neither, Bert and me didn’t. Yus, all joost as she said it, gov’nor. Though I think they’ve got a machine-gun right over the south gate, behind them sandbags, maybe over the north gate too. Maxim o’ some sort, but hidden proper behind the sandbags on the parapet. Joost a hint like, by the shape of the firing slit.” 
 
    Tommy was silent for a moment, then spoke to Luz, and possibly to the Sharpshooter she carried: 
 
    “Can you take the sentries?” 
 
    Luz drew angles and distances in her head before she replied. 
 
    “The ones over the south gate, yes. Probably not a crew on the Maxim. That would be solo suerte… just luck, at this range and if the gun’s properly back from the firing slit and they’re not stupid enough to stick their heads over the top.” 
 
    “It is done right, ma’am,” the little scout said, with a nod to acknowledge she knew the priorities. “Proper. The way the buggerin’ Boche used to do it. Mind, Ah didn’t see the gun itsel’, joost the sandbags, but it fair gave me a tingle in the ghoolies, it did. Seen too fookin’ many of ‘em, at Arras and the Somme.” 
 
    She nodded back to him before she spoke to Scelham, after a moment to calculate the lines of sight: 
 
    “The other sentries I can take only if they come running into my field of fire.” 
 
    “Which they may well do, bless ‘em,” Scelham said. 
 
    “After that I’ll take my people around to the north side, along the west wall,” Luz said, jerking her head to the left of north. “I’m very interested in whoever came in on that airboat.” 
 
    “Me too, joost a bit,” Scelham said. “What’s the range on those airboat things, Miss O’Shea?” 
 
    ¡Aja! But he’s quick, to realize she’s the one to ask for the technical questions. And mentally flexible too—it just wouldn’t occur to a lot of men no matter how much evidence they had. 
 
    “The American naval version the Germans copied had a range of six thousand miles with a crew of twenty-five and stores, four machine-guns and a dozen depth-bombs,” Ciara said. “A civilian version could be different, possibly more cargo and less endurance, but it’s not a short-range craft.” 
 
    He hissed thoughtfully, obviously doing some mental work with a map and a pair of dividers. 
 
    “Could be from fookin’ anywhere, then,” he said. 
 
    Six thousand miles from Shanghai covered the whole of China and Mongolia, chunks of Central Asia, Japan including most of its new Siberian and Indo-Chinese possessions, and a very great deal of ocean studded with islands big and small belonging to Japan and all three of the main powers of the Oceanian Alliance—and some ex-German colonies as well, divvied up in 1914. 
 
    “There are almost certainly a good many more of them than us. When I start potting the sentries they’ll probably try a sortie from the south gate, covered by that Maxim-gun,” Luz said thoughtfully. 
 
    Scelham grinned, a very unpleasant expression in the dimness despite the handsome face. 
 
    “I’m hoping they do that, lass, hoping right hard.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “Range four-forty seven,” Ciara said softly. 
 
    She had the night-glasses to her eyes, and she was as good as Luz at estimating ranges, and as fast. Though she used an entirely different method, much more formal than her partner’s instinctive snap-judgment and employing the milliradian scale etched into the lenses of the binoculars. 
 
    The night was very still, with no wind to speak of; the fields between the peach-orchard and the house-compound were mostly in strips of different leafy vegetables that made a dry rubbing-rustling sound in the dark. What little air movement there was bore green and dusty smells, and unmistakable evidence that night-soil—human wastes—was the fertilizer of first resort of the Chinese peasant, with pig-manure a close second. An owl of some sort hooted nearby, and rustling things froze as the predator ghosted overhead. 
 
    Scelham had said whenever you’re ready a couple of minutes ago, but she wasn’t going to hurry this. 
 
    Luz adjusted the drums on the telescopic sight for the range, unfolded the little bipod attached to the forestock of the Sharpshooter and went prone. Then she took a loop of the sling around her left bicep, snuggled the butt into her shoulder and her cheek against the smooth leather surface of the adjustable rest fitted to the stock; both had been hand-made to precisely her measurements. 
 
    Left hand on right bicep with the wrist under the buttstock supporting it lightly, muscles engaged but not twanging-taut, eye to the scope, close to the padded eyepiece but not tight, both wide open… 
 
    The telescopic sight was set to the full 8x magnification, and the enlarged objective lens did a good job of gathering what light there was. The way the big house was lit up helped; she caught the sentries immediately, backlit by the glow. Both wore the padded coats Chinese peasants switched to around this time of year, and had weapons slung over their shoulders—though not assault rifles; it was unlikely the Green Gang would trust anyone but their own goons on house security here on their own ground, and what they had were probably ordinary bolt-action Mausers or Lee-Enfields. Millions of those were available, and cheap. 
 
    Using city toughs accustomed to pavement under their feet had some disadvantages out here in the countryside. One was bending his head while the other held a match behind a cupped left hand to light the cigarette, throwing a brief flicker on their faces from below. The parapet of the wall came up to about a handspan above their navels. 
 
    ¡Eh, gilipollas! Luz thought as the radium-illuminated crosshairs came to rest on the sternum of the man with the match. Lighting that cigarette’s the last mistake you’ll ever make. It’s a filthy habit anyway and bad for you. 
 
    Let her breath out through slightly parted lips, hold it halfway, the ball of her finger taking up the slack on the two-stage trigger, then a smooth even squeeze… 
 
    Snap. 
 
    The sound was much lighter than it had been without the silencer. And much less sharp, muffled and blurred, though the recoil was the same—and a surprise, as it always was when you were shooting well. 
 
    An imperceptible instant later the target… the man… jerked backwards with blood spraying as the boat-tailed .30-06 slug smashed a hundred and seventy-four grains of jacketed lead through the base of his throat and out the back of his neck along with fragments of spine. He dropped limply, like a puppet with its strings cut by the sweep of a razor. 
 
    Slightly high, she thought, in a detached technician’s inner voice, and aimed just a touch down to compensate. It’s the wall’s elevation above my level. 
 
    The glass-smooth action went click-clack as she worked the bolt with her right hand, and it threw the empty cartridge to the right in a sharp waft of nitro-powder scent. Clack again as it rammed the next home 
 
    And below that, without real words, a hot surge that meant: 
 
    And I’m alive and you’re dead and that’s just the way I like it, cabrón. 
 
    She had her finger on the trigger just in time to see the second man standing with his cigarette in his mouth, looking down in disbelief and then straightening to stare outwards as he scrabbled for his weapon, looking for whoever had shot his companion. Not enough time for terror to hit and evidently he hadn’t been under fire often enough to make diving for cover automatic. 
 
    And he won’t get the chance to acquire that life-saving habit. 
 
    The crisp feeling of the trigger sear… 
 
    Snap. 
 
    This time she’d adjusted perfectly for height, and the bullet struck six inches lower, right through the sternum. He flexed with the impact like someone punched hard, then dropped straight down where he stood as his knees stopped working, rifle falling free from his hand. This bullet cut the knot of big veins over the heart and flooded the body cavity instantly, dropping blood pressure to the brain and shutting it down in one fell swoop. 
 
    Or swell foop. 
 
    “Targets moving in from the right,” Ciara said as Luz worked the bolt again—her night-glasses had a much wider field of view than the rifle’s scope. 
 
    Click-clack-clack. 
 
    Traverse. The new men were running doubled over at the waist, the side-wall sentries coming to see what was happening. 
 
    Have to remember it’s darker for them than me, I’m looking from darkness into light and that’s easier. Darkness is an old friend of mine… 
 
    A difficult shot, but… breathe out, muzzle moving in tiny increments… 
 
    Snap. 
 
    The bullet ticked the parapet, but not enough to miss the top-back of the man’s head as he ran bent over, which was just visible six inches further north. Bone and hair and gobbets of brain and blood flung into the darkness, and he leapt upright in a jittering, flailing galvanic spasm as every synapse flared one last time. There was no more mind behind it than the twitching of a pithed frog, but it looked like an instant’s manic dance on the floor of Satan’s throne-room… 
 
    Click-clack-clack. 
 
    The man following behind him had been much better concealed, but he ran right into his comrade’s dying spasm—and spent three fatal seconds wrestling with the moving corpse. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    Impact under the upraised right arm. The man jerked, wavered, and toppled over the parapet, dragging his head-shot partner with him. The thud as both bodies fell eighteen feet and hit the packed earth outside the wall was just audible. 
 
    “Wò cào!” Shen blurted not far away, but softly; the Chinese equivalent of: Well, fuck me! 
 
    “Traverse left, two targets,” Ciara said. 
 
    Luz swung the rifle. Two men were running up a staircase from the parapet inside the compound’s wall that led to the platform just below the roof where a low barrier of sandbags probably concealed the Maxim that Scelham’s ferret had spotted. Both were bent over, which didn’t matter much this time since she had a good shot from the side and nothing in the way but a woven-bamboo lattice railing. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    The bullet struck the leading man at the top of his left hip-bone. The bone didn’t stop it—you’d need a foot of hard wood or several sandbags to block a .30-06 round, even at that distance. It did deflect it as the hip shattered, so that fragments of bone and bullet went pinwheeling through the man’s abdomen like so many miniature buzz-saws. He tumbled backward, thrashing and screaming wordlessly, shrill unbelieving shrieks over and over. 
 
    Click-clack-clack, and ting as the empty case landed. 
 
    Woman and weapon and the night were one, and the one was death. 
 
    The man behind him showed admirable presence of mind, or possibly blind panic at the unawaited destruction striking from nowhere and everywhere in the darkness. He launched himself forward, knocked the dying man down and scrambled on hands and knees over the bleeding, still-twitching body, heading for the only shelter around, the sandbags. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    “Missed,” Luz said, and cursed mildly: “¡Chuta!” 
 
    Then there was a series of piercing screams from the sandbagged position the man had vanished into, mingled with incoherent dialect cursing too blurred by distance to make out. 
 
    “Well, not quite a miss, I clipped his foot,” she added. 
 
    Click-clack. 
 
    She left the bolt back; that had emptied the rifle. Five men dead and one wounded with six shots… 
 
    Not bad at all, at this distance and at night, she thought, as she thumbed rounds down into the magazine—the telescopic sight meant you couldn’t speed-load a Sharpshooter with stripper-clips. That enlarged objective lens really does concentrate light. Wish we’d had those in Mexico. 
 
    The man started firing back; not at anyone in particular, just at the world that had shattered his existence in seconds, and there was rage as well as pain and terror in the shrieks in the distance now. It was a Maxim, the slow distinctive chutter of the German MG08 model that had mown down twenty thousand Englishmen on the first day of the Somme in 1916. Though he was firing wildly, long bursts that would boil the water in the cooling jacket in short order, not the methodical three-seconds-and-tap-the-traverse a real expert used. Tracer stabbed the night, flailing blindly at the ground far too close. Of course with an automatic weapon that wasn’t as important… 
 
    One of Shen’s men muttered: “If I ever anger Madam Smith, remind me not to stand on a wall a li away from her, even in the middle of the night.” 
 
    Shen’s voice was sharp: “If you angered her, what makes you think you’d live long enough to put a li between you?” he said. “Now, ready!” 
 
    Scelham gave the signal they’d agreed on—a quite good imitation of the song of an English meadowlark, which she hadn’t heard in twelve years and certainly never expected to hear in China. 
 
    Luz put her left thumb on the top round in the magazine, slid another into the chamber with her right and then edged the bolt forward with the top cartridge still depressed to keep the action from trying to feed the bullet—a little trick that let you keep one up the spout with a full five in the magazine. 
 
    Clack-snick. 
 
    Then she thumbed on the safety, rose to one knee and held the Sharpshooter behind her, senses focused forward. Ciara took it and put the shotgun in her hand. The tube under the barrel would have the full seven rounds—her partner was meticulous about details. 
 
    And the chamber of the shotgun would be empty, which was how you were supposed to carry it. Luz pulled the handgrip back and forward with her left hand, pumping it: shick-shack, oiled smoothness. Then she took one of the fat blunt shells out of a pouch at her belt and thumbed it into the gate just in front of the trigger guard. One in the chamber and seven in the tube magazine, because you could never have too many ready to fire… She pulled down the fabric of the light knit hood, leaving only her eyes showing, and Ciara followed suit. 
 
    “Fumiko, you’re point. Everyone else, follow me.” 
 
    They moved out quietly, dark shadow-shapes moving in the night, a rustle of cloth and light footsteps. Into a darkness full of deadliness… 
 
    Tigers, Luz thought with a gaunt grin that the mask hid. There used to be tigers here, long ago, when this was a wilderness. 
 
    There were times fear for yourself was almost a pleasure, a heightening of every sense, a feeling of being more alive… and she tried not to think about Ciara being hurt, because she didn’t need a distraction and that could be one. Would be. There was absolutely nothing pleasant about that at all. 
 
    In a sense there still were tigers here in the Yangtze delta. 
 
    But of course, Luz herself was… 
 
    … una tigre también. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: 
 
    New Territories 
 
    Shanghai International Settlement 
 
    Lower Yangtze valley, Republic/Empire/Anarchy of China 
 
    October 30th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
   The area tucked right under the compound’s side-wall was tidier and smelled much better than it would have in most rural places despite the warm humid climate; Chinese peasants didn’t waste anything that could go on the crops, right down to any odd weed or leaf or vegetable-paring that could contribute to a compost-heap. The noise of the meeting-celebration-orgy-whatever at the north end was dying down into shouts of alarm and bellowed orders as the sound of the firing penetrated the walls… and their own noise… and probably a haze of alcohol and opium. 
 
    “Halt. Tuck in against the wall and wait for the word,” Luz said softly in Shanghainese. 
 
    She doubled back and knelt at the corner of the compound wall’s west and south faces, looking cautiously around it and along the south side of the building towards the gate and the wild stuttering of the Maxim. 
 
    She was only slightly worried about discipline, and mostly about Zhou’s group, none of whom knew her. But Zhou did, a little, and had his patriotic enthusiasts well in hand, even if they found following a foreign devil female into action bewildering. In a way it was less of a problem than it would have been with Americans or Mexicans—from what Susan had told her, pirate queens and female bandit leaders and so forth were a staple of Chinese folklore, and happened in reality now and then, though rarely. A sharp word from Zhou kept his followers from chattering, too. 
 
    Shen’s men weren’t exactly soldiers, but they accepted his orders instantly, and knew enough to keep quiet without being told. 
 
    Shooting the sentries where they could see it happen helped too, Luz thought. It gives me authority. Moral authority, in a way. 
 
    The screams of the wounded man at the Maxim died down and the gun ceased fire. It started up again an instant later, the muzzle-flash a spear of reddish flame over the gate, stretching a foot or two beyond the sandbags that sheltered the weapon. But this time it was aimed fire, and the bursts were short and regular, with the muzzle traversing between them in neat uniform taps—what happened when you thumped the heel of your hand against the grips. Someone experienced had replaced the wounded sentry. 
 
    Scelham had seven or eight men shooting at the machine-gun; if she turned her head to the right she could see the firefly winks of light from the Lee-Enfields, slow aimed fire. One by one they fell silent, and indistinct voices called down triumphantly from the Maxim nest… 
 
    Now, she thought. If they’re going to take the bait, now. 
 
    The gates swung open in a blaze of lantern-light, and a mob of armed Chinese surged out, forty or fifty of them yelling and starting to spread, eager for vengeance on whoever had killed their comrades. They were confident, too: they had the Maxim to keep their enemies’ heads down, and there hadn’t been much volume of fire from the darkness. A few were even firing as they ran, thought the Gods of Battle alone knew what they thought they were going to hit in the dark… and running into the night from a lantern-lit room at that. Except possibly some peasant or her pig a mile or so southwards. 
 
    That was when the man with the flamethrower came to his knees. He’d crawled close under cover of the desultory firefight, along the reed-grown ditch beside the pathway to the gate. Even knowing, Luz could barely spot him; he was draped in a dripping hooded cloak of dark hessian fabric stuck all over with bits of vegetation, what the British called a ghillie suit. To the light-dazzled eyes of men from within the compound, he’d be as invisible as anything H.G. Wells had imagined. 
 
    Germany had invented flamethrowers early in the Great War, as part of the strategy of what they called wissenschaftliche Schrecklichkeit, scientific frightfulness, along with poison gasses of ever-greater deadliness. The then-neutral US under the most scientifically minded President in the nation’s history had observed and improved the fire-weapons and later supplied the fruits of the research to its allies. 
 
    There was a bright flash as the man pulled the trigger on the forward pistol-grip—that was the pyrotechnic cartridge lighting, and it was enough to show the teeth of his grin, or at least snarl. Then he clenched down on the rear grip, and jellied gasoline rammed out the nozzle past the flame, ignited, and lanced forward in a dazzling-bright rod of incandescent fire, tweaked with chemicals and powdered metals to make it cling like glue and burn at a thousand degrees or better, even under water. 
 
    Hot enough to melt copper. 
 
    It splashed when it struck across the first rank, hissing like a bass dragon’s roar. Gobbets flew into torsos and faces, and a man dashed out into the night with his whole head a globe of flame, flailing his arms in eerie silence. Others fell where they stood, some rolling and beating at themselves with hands also covered in flaming sticky compound, or blundered burning into their comrades, clutching for an impossible help and setting them alight too. The chorus of screams were loud enough to stun even fifty feet away. There was a sharp hot chemical reek, with a burnt-pork odor underneath, and the sour smells of cloth and hair catching fire. 
 
    The majority who could still move turned and tried to dash back through the gate, jamming it even as bullet-stuffed bandoliers and grenades started to explode and shred packed flesh. The flamethrower-man emptied his weapon into the mass in three more methodical two-second bursts before dropping flat and crawling away, and the carved and painted wooden pillars of the gateway started to burn as well. 
 
    The Maxim-gun crew over the gate were brave men: despite the fire licking below their feet they frantically tried to depress their weapon low enough to catch the man who was turning their comrades into a mass of flame and agony. They might have managed it in a second or two though the angle was awkward… but the effort destroyed any small chance they might have had to see the second flamethrower-man rise to his feet and take careful aim. 
 
    Thud-flash-thump-hissssSSSSSS… 
 
    The second rod of fire bent as it arched up and up, an eerie beauty in the darkness, like a geometric diagram. It touched just short of the Maxim’s firing-slit and then looped higher as the operator twitched it up to correct. The second and third bursts landed precisely on target. 
 
    A burning man launched himself over the parapet of sandbags. He soared out howling in an arc of fire stirred by windmilling arms and legs, and landed with a thump to twitch briefly in a pool of hell. Instants later the boxed ammunition for the Maxim exploded, hundreds of rounds at once and then thousands more in a continuous crackle that spat fire like sparks from fireworks through the globe of smoke and dust from the explosion. What was probably a whole crate of grenades followed a second later. 
 
    The heavy weapon spun outward, separating from its sled-mount as it went, along with ripped sandbags, fragments of timber and parts of the rest of the crew. 
 
    Then four Lewis guns opened up, a pair in the fields to the east of the gate and two hundred yards south and another to the west, all four tapping off the quick bursts that had given the weapon its nickname of rattlesnake. Their fire converged in a perfect inverted V on the blaze in the gateway and chopped down the survivors. 
 
    Under that cover came the storming-party, sprinting forward with Mills-bombs in the hands of the first, Thompson guns and bayonets ready behind them. Arthur Scelham was there, bellowing wordlessly, and his brother not far behind, saving his breath for running. A dozen of the grenades flew through the gate into the hall within. The assault-squad all went flat in a single pace with weapon-butts extended down to break the fall in smooth reflex before they buried their faces against the dirt. 
 
    Luz leaned back herself—the cast-iron casing of a Mills could send lethal fragments spinning for at least this distance—then took a final look an instant later after the multiple thudding crash. The Scelhams and their pack of ruffians bounced back erect even as the flicker and thump of the explosions sounded, launching the final plunge on the heels of the whining fragments… 
 
    The Qing Bang are gangsters and Scelham and Company are gangsters, but my new friends learned their tricks in the trenches of the Western Front, and that was a very hard school indeed, Luz thought grimly. You had to be very lucky and very good to graduate at all. 
 
    Ciara was trying not to retch; she was a yard further than Luz up the western side of the compound and couldn’t see what was going on, but she had a vivid imagination and they could all smell it. It was the sort of stink that came back to you at bad moments months or years later, and in dreams. From the sound of it, a couple of Zhou’s young patriots were losing the contents of their stomachs. Shen’s men were just swearing, but Luz thought they were shaken under their shells of bandido bravado. 
 
    “Let’s go drop in on the party,” Luz said, and led them northwards along the base of the wall. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    As they went Luz thumped her hand against the wall several times. It had the dull flat feel of earthfast construction under the old but well-maintained stucco surface, either multiple courses of brickwork, or possibly adobe or rammed earth—though you’d have to be careful about rising damp in the footing and keeping rain off it around here. It was undoubtedly bulletproof; you’d need explosives to punch a hole quickly or several strong backs with pickaxes and mauls for twenty minutes or so. 
 
    “Fumiko,” she said quietly. 
 
    The Taguchi sister stopped and let them catch up. 
 
    “That place of lamentations?” Luz said—in Japanese. 
 
    “Right… here,” Fumiko said, stopping at a point that would be just into the larger northern courtyard within. 
 
    Fortunately, the sentries who’d been patrolling this stretch of wall had rushed south to die with valiant stupidity at the south gate. 
 
    But, alas, that doesn’t mean nobody’s taken their place… 
 
    “No noise now,” she added. 
 
    Luz cocked an ear. The thump of grenades and rattle of firing from the south was a little closer, and muffled as the fight moved indoors. It would be much louder on the other side of the wall, and terrified prisoners who’d been jammed into a magical flying machine and taken thousands of miles from their burning homes would be likely to huddle in silence at this fresh threat. 
 
    “Not surprising. Grapnel,” she said. 
 
    Luz turned to Zhou and Shen. “The men from the north who came to deal with Big Ears and Pock-Face are keeping the women on the other side here; and probably the treasures they brought as well, close by. They’ll try to get them back to their airboat when they realize their hosts are going to lose. We want to secure their goods—" 
 
    Shen and his men almost visibly pricked up their ears, and Luz smoothly added a phrase: 
 
    “—of whose value everyone will get a share, of course, and we need a live prisoner to sweat answers out of. Follow me, but carefully.” 
 
    Shen’s merry band were virtually drooling at the thought; this was exactly the sort of fight they could understand, and now they’d been promised a share of the plunder to add to the aesthetic-professional pleasure of a big heist. Zhou and his idealists presumably had different motives—their share would go to the Kuomintang, mostly—but they nodded. Big Ears and his patron Pock Face were their enemies too, and this alliance of convenience let them do far more than they could hope to accomplish on their own. 
 
    Ciara had already handed Fumiko the grapnel and line she was wearing, bandolier-style. The nisei woman tripped the switch that let the spring-loaded—but rubber-padded—arms snap out with a muffled chung sound. Then she swung it three times around her head, letting a little more of the rope pay out between her hands each time, and cast. They all waited breathlessly as it soared up into the darkness and fell across the parapet with a thump—also muffled by the padding. She drew the rope back hand-over-hand, swiftly but gently, pulling until she met resistance. Then a strong tug set the prongs against whatever they’d caught on, and it bore her full weight when she tested it. 
 
    “Ready,” she said, keeping a little tension on the rope lest the grapnels loosen from whatever anchored them. 
 
    Luz slung the shotgun over her back, muzzle-down, and leapt. Her fingers clamped on the rough surface of the manila-hemp rope and she swarmed up hand-over-hand. Dull hours spent doing exactly this in various gyms had made it quick if not pleasant, including the one at the Casa, which was slightly less boring because the ropes were fastened in the limbs of live-oaks. 
 
    This is an excess of ‘not boring’, Luz thought, balancing speed against the possibility of unbalanced pulls working the grapnels loose. 
 
    When leading a pack of wolves, don’t fall on your face in front of them. 
 
    She slowed as she neared the top; partly caution, and partly because it was just harder as the rope came closer to the spot where it bent tightly over the parapet. When she was less than a yard from the top she stopped and took a half-circle of the rope around her left ankle, holding it in place with the top of her right foot locked around it. That let her take some of the weight off her arms, and feel softly around. 
 
    ¡Maldicion¡ 
 
    Nothing but a smooth curve of tile under her fingertips. She brought her legs up until her knees were level with her navel, frog-fashion, and locked the rope between her feet again. Then she rested her palms on the tile, took a breath, and heaved with the long muscles of her thighs and calves, mentally blessing the Flying Corellis, the circus family who’d taught acrobatics to a decade of Black Chamber recruits during their slack winter season. 
 
    Up, push, use the hands and arms to guide, slither over the curve of the parapet on her belly like a snake… a four-foot drop to the walkway… 
 
    She landed in a crouch with her pistol in her hand, going down to one knee and glancing quickly north and south; nobody on the walkway. 
 
    Careless, idle bastardos, she thought, noting that the grapnel had lodged securely against an iron bracket in the wall, old-enough looking that it might originally have held a basket for arrows. Fortunately for us. Tsk, tsk, though. 
 
    In black and with her knit mask pulled down she was nearly invisible from any distance, particularly as the northern courtyard was brightly lit. The low peak of the tile roof in front of her was about the same height as the parapet behind; the inner walkway was at the level of the eaves, which probably drained into a cistern somewhere. Even with what fell on roofs washed along, Luz knew that she would certainly rather drink rainwater from a cistern than something from a shallow unlined well in this nightsoil-saturated delta. 
 
    Luz slitted her eyes to avoid losing too much of her night-vision, checking that the roof of the main house blocked the northern gateway and its gatehouse from any view of her position. Then she put her hand out over the parapet and moved it sharply in a gesture: come. 
 
    Susan came up the same way she had, drew her hook-swords and murmured: “Wǒyǒu zhège.” 
 
    It was good to be able to take I’ve got this at face value, as it had been that night in the Chinatown alley in San Francisco. 
 
    Luz turned and holstered her pistol; Ciara was next up, puffing a bit. Luz extended a hand down and drew her up the last few feet with a strong pull. Fumiko followed and unslung her Thompson, splitting the sentry-go with Susan; Chen and his men arrived next, then Zhou’s nationalists. Last of all was the patriots’ young doctor, who had to be hauled up bodily. 
 
    “Up to the roof-crest,” Luz said. “But stay below it.” 
 
    Getting everyone up had taken six or seven minutes. The fighting in the southern hall and court had died down—the operative word being died—and from the still-blurred but more purposeful sounds coming from the main house against the north wall, someone was getting things organized there. Luz paused to make sure nobody was going to step on the gutter between the walkway and the roof, and hissed at a couple for making too much noise and another for raising his head over the crest of the roofline. 
 
    The tile was rough and gritty underfoot as she went up in a swift crouching shuffle, but that made for better footing on the curved surfaces. She went prone next to Ciara, took the Sharpshooter back from her, and edged her eyes up over the semicircle of crest-tile. The northern courtyard of the house was divided by a cross of colored-brick paths with a fountain—not playing—in the center where they met, and flowers and flowering bushes in huge vases in the four divisions along with tall trees, benches and the other accoutrements of genteel living. 
 
    She had an excellent view of the carved and lacquered main doors of the big house bursting open. Half a dozen men with rifles and pistols dashed through and stood glaring about, and then made way for more: two carrying a German 08 Maxim, which weighed about sixty-four pounds, and two more with the mount, which was even heavier. They started setting it up with frantic speed, using the coping of the dry fountain as cover. 
 
    That would be the one from over the north gate, she thought; it was quick work to get it down from an awkward spot this fast. She wasn’t surprised they had the weapons, though. 
 
    Maxims are going cheap too, these days. 
 
    Germany had adopted something much lighter and handier right after the Armistice, and a few years ago they’d started dumping the surplus weapons by the tens of thousands on whoever would buy, often in clandestine third- or fourth-hand deals by shady middlemen from Bulgaria or Turkey or through even shadier neutrals, ignoring everyone else’s complaints with bland denials not even really intended to deceive. The weapons had killed Entente soldiers by the millions, and whoever else they killed in far-off parts and whatever deadly chaos they sowed was no concern of Berlin’s, or possibly a source of malignant satisfaction to General Nikolai at Abteilung IIIb. 
 
    “Ciara, Fumiko, Susan, follow me when I move. This is going to get hairy,” Luz said—in Spanish. 
 
    Then she switched to Shanghainese: “Mr. Zhou, could you look at the men and tell me if Big Ears or Pock-Face are there?” 
 
    Zhou raised his head carefully; not a man of action, his mouth tight, but brave enough for all that. 
 
    And smart enough to drop down again instantly when he’d taken a look. 
 
    “The big man in the embroidered black silk quipo robe a little behind the machine-gun, shouting orders. That is Du. Pock Face isn’t here.” 
 
    Luz edged the eye-slit of her knit hood over the crest again. She saw immediately who he meant; a burly man in his thirties nearly six feet tall, towering for a Chinese, and he did indeed have very large ears… and was bellowing directions to kill the bandit scum, which was somewhat ironic but which the round armed dozen men who were taking what cover they could probably thought a good idea. The crew didn’t actually need his inspiration, since from the way they were setting up whoever sold them the Maxim had thrown in some instruction on how to use it. 
 
    “Any second now,” Luz said quietly. “Mr. Zhou, no shooting until I and my party are gone.” 
 
    THUD! 
 
    The gateway in the middle of the southern wall leading in from the southern, outer courtyard—the Flowery Gate, it would be called—blew in with a shower of splinters, shattered by a demolition charge on the other side. Someone yelled in pain as they struck. The Maxim opened up with a chuttering burst to discourage anyone from coming through… 
 
    Luz’s right foot pushed her forward ten inches and the Sharpshooter came to her shoulder, the sling braced around her left arm. At this range, barely sixty feet, Du Yuesheng’s face filled the scope. Luz moved the aiming point down to compensate for the twenty feet of extra height… shooting down was more tricky than shooting up… 
 
    Snap. 
 
    Half a dozen weapons were firing down there in the court beside the machine-gun; the sound of the silenced rifle was lost in it. The bullet punched into the right side of Du Yuesheng’s skull just above one—large—ear, and exited the other side two inches lower in a shower of liquids, brains, hair and fragments of teeth from his shattered upper jaw. The tall commanding frame turned into a twitching mass of flesh and blood and then went still on the flagstones. 
 
    Click-clack-clack. 
 
    The gunner was just looking up from the grips of the Maxim; by chance his face was directly facing her, and he must have seen the rifle. His eyes and mouth were round O’s of surprise just shading into horror when… 
 
    Snap. 
 
    The target pitched backward out of her sight picture. 
 
    Click-clack-clack. 
 
    One of his team started up and reached to bend over him to give help—though there was very little you could do to help someone who’d just tried to stop a rifle round with their forehead. The motion put the spot between his shoulder-blades right in the crosshairs. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    “I couldn’t miss these shots if I was blind,” Luz murmured as she worked the bolt. 
 
    She was proud of the way she’d cleared the south gate given the distance and bad light, but this was just work, like peeling potatoes. 
 
    Click-clack-clack. 
 
    The third member of the crew had just enough time to spring to his feet from where he’d been kneeling next to a fresh box of belted ammunition. At this range she used a head-shot. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    The fourth had prudently turned tail and was running up the stairs to the entrance of the main house when the reticle settled on the middle of his back. Safer to use the center of mass on a moving target… 
 
    Snap. 
 
    That let her see the pair coming out of the doors and dodging right—west—into the covered walkway around the courtyard before beginning a cautious progress from one recessed doorway to the next. 
 
    In other words, they’re treating the fight as someone else’s business, and they’re out to pick up their toys and go home. Because the man they came to make a deal with is lying in a pool of his own blood and brains… 
 
    Both were in knee-length deel-coats, but neither was the sort of ragged everyday garb herdsmen wore; the first was of dark blue silk embroidered with dragons in gold and crimson thread, the clasps that held it at the throat and right shoulder and side of silver, the sash of golden silk itself. His face was Mongol too, brown and broad-cheeked and narrow-eyed, hair shaven except for a patch at the forehead and plaits over his ears, and he carried a naked sword in his right hand—a point-heavy dao-saber. 
 
    His companion’s deel was black embroidered with leaping tigers, but his face was European, a long thin nose over a close-cropped yellow beard, and under a round fur-trimmed hat with a spike-like centerpiece. His hand held a Mauser automatic pistol, odd-looking with its long barrel, a ten-round magazine in front of the trigger and a narrow grip like a section of broom-handle that had given the style its name. Half a dozen soldiers in plainer versions of what the leaders wore followed on their heels. 
 
    Both men moved like leopards… or swordsmen… and both moved like men who knew exactly where they were going. Luz handed the Sharpshooter back to Ciara and spoke sharply: 
 
    “Shen! Now!” 
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    hen! Now!” Luz said. 
 
    As she spoke she rolled over the crest of the roof and went down it in a controlled slide. At the edge she let her legs go over, bent, dropped until her hands clamped on the edge and halted her with a jarring thump, gripping just long enough break her fall before she let go and landed in a deep crouch. That put her in front of one of the carved timber pillars that held up the roof over the walkway; they each had a foot or so of wooden framing on either side, ground to roof. From the look of things, wooden panels could be fitted to turn the space between pillar and walls into a true corridor in winter, but the owners hadn’t gotten around to that yet. 
 
    The courtyard was darker than it had been a few moments ago; many of the lanterns were shattered and the remnants lay in pools of burning kerosene. Flame and muzzle-flashes cast skittering shadows, and the shouts and screams of men in rage and pain and fear of death wove between the echoes gunshots made in the enclosed space, and under it the increasing roar of the fire taking hold in the timbers to the southward. 
 
    Quickly, Luz thought, and action and thought were the same moment. 
 
    She unslung her shotgun and wheeled around the pillar. As she’d expected, there was a guard before the door, plastered back against the portal itself to give himself as much cover as possible from the crossfire. He had a curved sword in his hand and was clad in a deel too; a plain one of the same grey-brown color as the trousers tucked into his tooled boots, and the cover on the steel bowl helmet with a flared neck-guard that protected his head. It was a uniform and a practical one, and the man had an assault rifle over his back. His eyes were also on the Flowery Gate to the south, but at least he was swiveling his head back and forth now and then. 
 
    When he saw her come around the pillar he reacted without thought or hesitation, snapping forward in a lunge that would punch his broad saber’s point through her torso. 
 
    You could take a man out of a yurt much more quickly than you get a lifetime’s habits out of the man, and he’d been raised a herdsman-warrior on the northern steppes. His subconscious would think of the assault rifle as the equivalent of the horseman’s bow he’d carried for years—something you used on enemies at a distance. 
 
    For close work, cold steel. 
 
    Luz dropped onto her back as the point slammed towards her by letting the muscles of her knees and thighs go loose and whipping up her feet. In the same motion she raised the Remington’s muzzle with the butt clamped between arm and side and shot; the distance from the muzzle to his body was less than six feet, a spear of light in the dimness. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    The soldier stopped; the impact of the 12-gauge slug doubled him over like a piledriver, and a hand-sized splotch appeared on the coat over his stomach. His body flexed under the massive impact—rifled slugs like this were three-quarters of an inch across, three inches long and weighed four times what a rifle bullet did, and at close range they were traveling fifteen hundred feet per second. His broad face went blank and rippled with the shock, and then he toppled forward as blood sprayed from his nose and mouth with his last breath. The exit wound on his back was much larger than the inch-wide crater just below his breastbone and showed stubs of shattered ribs and spine before it was all lost in the blood… 
 
    Luz let her feet keep rising for an instant, then snapped them down in a flexing twist-jump and pivoted her body upright, using momentum to flick her back up into the crouch she’d started from. The sword rang on the pavement beside the twitching body; it was still vibrating when she snatched the key-ring from his belt and opened the door to a chorus of gasps and smothered shrieks from within as her shotgun came to her shoulder and covered the rectangle of the room from one end to the other. 
 
    Susan dropped down an instant after she did, and then Fumiko, who steadied Ciara’s landing. Shen came quickly after her, but in a creditable fashion; none of his men fell flat on their faces or made much noise either. The dozen or so Green Gang survivors in the courtyard apparently didn’t notice. 
 
    Luz wasn’t surprised; they were totally intent on the death they knew was coming at them through the shattered Flowery Gate, and might well come breathing fire like a dragon. There was such a thing as too much focus, and it was part—besides geometry—of what often made flanking attacks like this so devastatingly successful. 
 
    She stepped back out of the doorway and glanced down the corridor, facing north as Ciara and Fumiko dragged the body of the guard into the room with Shen and his men on their heels; Susan was looking the other way, southward. There were windows and doors in the wall to the left; the two nearest windows were covered in improvised wooden bars—good enough to confine terrified captives who had no tools. 
 
    “In,” Luz said. 
 
    Susan dodged through the door, hardly pausing as she kicked the sword inside too on her way. There was nothing to be done about the blood, but there was plenty of that around here right now and it would be easy to miss in the bad light. 
 
    “Shen,” Luz said as she backed inside and slammed the door shut, twisting the knob to engage the deadbolt with her left hand. “Eight men coming. A Mongol and a white man in Mongol dress leading them, and six soldiers. Kill the soldiers, but I need the leaders alive and able to talk. Leave that to us.” 
 
    “Xíng, méi wèntí,” he said: roughly equivalent to: Understood, can do. 
 
    Any worries she might have had about the Green Gang goons in the courtyard vanished as Zhou’s Kuomintang supporters opened up from the roof above them. None of them were what she’d have called good shots; she’d checked yesterday, and they ranged from passable for the one she suspected of being a US Army veteran down to abysmal, danger to everyone around him. At point-blank range and firing down from a secure position that let the shooters rest the forestocks on the tile of the crest and see over or behind what their targets had chosen as cover… The nine semi-auto rifles didn’t need much precision as they pumped out their twenty-round magazines. 
 
    Past the bars over the windows she could see the red sparks of ricochets as the surge of .30-06 rounds struck stone and danced away with shrill peening sounds. Leaves and flowers and twigs rained down. The ones that struck flesh weren’t nearly as noisy, of course; a couple of the men in the courtyard tried to shoot back, but that drew eyes… and bullets. 
 
    The rifles on the roof would be unintentionally covering the men in deels as they passed beneath the shooters, concealed by the overhang of roof over the side walkway. But the northerners would be slowed by moving in bursts from cover to cover… and Tommy Scelham’s men were close enough now to start tossing grenades into this courtyard… 
 
    Bampf. Bampf. Bampf. 
 
    Thrown blind they weren’t a direct menace, except by accident and in the way they further shredded the defenders’ nerves and kept their heads down. 
 
    When the door went click behind Luz the sound grew less; it didn’t go away, because the windows were unglazed. That also left room for light from the courtyard lanterns—and the Flowery Gate, now catching fire, and reflected firelight from the southern gate, which was a mass of flames reaching for the sky now, now along with a lot of the hall. The room didn’t smell particularly bad apart from what was leaking from the wounds and orifices in the dead sentry; there was a covered bucket for a commode, several large earthenware jugs with water for drinking and washing, and the twenty women inside made it crowded but not overwhelmingly so. 
 
    Girls, not women, she thought, after a second look that went past fear, gaudy finery and rather clumsily applied cosmetics. Nobody as old as Ciara… I doubt if there’s one past twenty! 
 
    Most were in their teens, but the youngest pair were only a year or two older than her own daughters, and alike enough to be sisters themselves as they clung to each other and stared at her with mute horror. They had an almost eerie elfin prettiness, like kittens transformed into humans; the others ranged from beautiful up to stunning, making the grounds for selection obvious. In the north rear corner was a pile of ten small wicker crates with brass edging and buckled straps for fasteners stacked against the blank, windowless outer wall; one had been opened, and the glint of precious metals showed within, but the lack of compression in the stack showed that the contents weren’t very heavy. It was art, not ingots. 
 
    That would be more of the treasures that had set the hounds of her pack on this trail in the first place. 
 
    Luz stripped off the knit hood-mask and stuffed it in a pocket; the fact that she was a woman might be reassuring to the prisoners, worth trying at least. And while her looks would be odd her olive skin and black hair weren’t distractingly weird to a Chinese villager the way Ciara’s pinkness, cat-green eyes and copper-gold mane would be. 
 
    “Does anyone understand what I’m saying?” she said in Mandarin, pushing a new slug-shell into the magazine of the Remington as a chorus of—virtually incomprehensible—questions and pleas broke out. 
 
    These people came from the lands in the bend of the Yellow River, the great northern plain where the Han people and their language had begun in the far, far past. Lands that had spawned a dozen dynasties and their capitals through the centuries as the Chinese spread outward over millions of square miles of Asia, overrunning, displacing and absorbing the indigenes as they went. Technically, what they spoke was Mandarin. 
 
    But then, technically what a Lanarkshire peasant spoke was English. What they were babbling was closer to the Official’s Speech than a Wu-dialect like Shanghainese, very much closer indeed than Cantonese, but still archaic and eccentric in the extreme, as difficult to her as that Lanarkshire farmer’s broad Scots Lallans was to a speaker of General American. 
 
    Luz repeated the sentence; carefully, loud but not shouting, and keeping her tone calm. A hand was tentatively raised. 
 
    “We’re here to rescue you from the bad men who took you from your homes,” she said, pointing at the young woman who’d claimed understanding. “Tell your friends to get back against the wall, lie down, and keep quiet until the fighting’s over.” 
 
    The woman repeated it in their own speech and they obeyed… more or less. Some even smiled. Shen had his men crouching beneath the windows; he crawled along below the line of the sills and checked their weapons, taking time to snatch the cap off one and slap him with it for not having a round in the chamber or the safety off, and to hiss: 
 
    “You dumb rice-bucket, are you trying to kill us all? Fuck your ancestors to the eighteenth generation!” 
 
    Insulting someone’s ancestors carried heavy wattage here. 
 
    Time crawled; probably not more than thirty seconds, though, just enough time that she didn’t have to force herself to take long deep breaths. The agents of… Mr. X… would be in a tearing hurry to get their samples back and quite literally fly away home. 
 
    Susan drew her hook-swords and knelt ten feet in from the door, with the blades held behind her back and her head bowed, letting deep shadow turn her into another of the captives… hopefully for long enough. Luz caught Ciara’s eye and handed her the shotgun, then drew her navaja, snapping the blade open. She stepped back against the wall between the door and the first of the three windows that lit this long rectangular room and waited—not relaxed, not tense, just waiting. 
 
    Fumiko was on the other side, where she’d be hidden for an instant by the door itself when it opened; she had her kusari-fundo out of her left sleeve and ready, segmented steel weights the size of her thumb on either end of a two-foot length of steel chain. With the black hood-mask and clothing, it made her look like a figure from her ancestors’ legends… 
 
    “Why couldn’t you pick today to leave us with the kids?” she whispered almost soundlessly, and Luz felt her spirits lift. “Imaginary sky pirates are so much more fun…” 
 
    A final check showed that the only thing anyone looking in the barred windows could see would be twenty-odd terrified girls and a stack of treasure-chests. 
 
    As is so often the case, appearances are mucho más better than what’s really waiting in here. 
 
    Ciara was back in the corner behind Fumiko; a glance showed her standing ready with the shotgun held to her shoulder and the reloaded Sharpshooter slung over her back. But her eyes were on the two youngest girls, and when they flicked back to Luz they were nearly blazing with fury. She took an instant, pushed up her hood-mask and spat on the dead guard’s body in a sudden vicious gesture that was very much unlike her. 
 
    Alive! Luz mouthed. We need them alive! 
 
    After a moment Ciara gave a quick nod, reluctant but definite. 
 
    I’m… peeved at these people myself, Luz thought. Ciara wants them dead. Me too, and I’d prefer it was slow. Motherhood making me sentimental, I suppose. But we make talkies first. 
 
    The mission came first, always. The mission came before anything. 
 
    Boots tramped in unison outside, men double-timing, and then barked orders in a harsh fast-flowing language with rolled r’s, frequent throaty kh-hggg-sounds and drawn-out vowels ending with z. It was incomprehensible, but the sounds reminded her a little of German, if the German-speaker in question also had a strong Welsh accent and a bad cough. At the same instant someone tried the door, swore, and an instant later shouted: 
 
    “Ganzorig! Ganzorig!” 
 
    Which was probably a name, and if so almost certainly the name of the unfortunate sentry now lying out of view, cooling towards room temperature and leaking fluids not far from where Ciara stood. 
 
    Another voice, cursing in a language she couldn’t quite make out but with different sounds from the first, and then boots began pounding the door right over the lock. Another sharp order—probably stand back —and the metallic shick of a weapon being cocked. Luz hoped the man knew what he was doing, because— 
 
    Crack! Ting! Crack! Ting! and the door rattled in its frame under the blow of pistol-bullets. 
 
    —shooting out a lock wasn’t as simple or safe as Argosy All-Story often made out. 
 
    A ping and ting and crackle of metal, another kick, and crack! ting! again and more kicks and the crunch of breaking wood. Which was about par for the course of that particular method of forced entry, unless you used a shotgun with a rifled slug. 
 
    This time the door crashed open, with a wash of flickering ruddy light and another series of shrieks from the prisoners, and a charnel smell came in very different from the salt-iron-copper smell of the very dead Ganzorig’s blood and the way his bladder and bowels had released. For one thing, there was a lot of scorched meat in it; the southern part of the compound was burning briskly, and the attackers had left the bodies of their dead enemies there… and the bodies of their wounded enemies too, judging from the unearthly shrieks of men burning alive… or screaming while lying helpless and watching the fire creep closer. 
 
    The richly-clad Mongol she’d glimpsed coming out of the doors of the main house a few minutes ago came through with his sword out, shouting in very bad Chinese, with a northern intonation and compounded by a thick accent from his native tongue: 
 
    “Shut up, you stupid bitches, grab the boxes and come—" 
 
    Susan leapt, her swords snapping inward like the claws of a scorpion. It was very quick, but the Mongol’s saber was up in time to meet the hook-swords in an unmusical clash, and then another as she batted away his counter-thrust. They shuffled around each other in a flickering whirl of steel, like partners in a dance choreographed by demons, utterly intent on each other but their feet avoiding obstacles as if guided by magic. 
 
    Susan was trying to strike somewhere non-fatal, but the Mongol officer wasn’t under any such restraint. 
 
    In the same instant Shen barked: 
 
    “Now! Kill!” 
 
    His men rose from below the windows, two to each, and fired their shotguns through the slots between the wooden bars, pumping the actions and holding the triggers down to shoot again and again as fast as the cartridges were chambered, a thudding roar filling the room for about ten seconds while they emptied the tube magazines below the barrels, amid a fresh chorus of shrieks from the girls. 
 
    They were only three feet away from their targets, and their Remingtons were loaded with double-aught buck: marksmanship was irrelevant as a storm of lead swept the walkway at point-blank range, each round enough to drop a full-grown deer in its tracks. Men were about the same size as deer, and flesh was flesh. 
 
    The white man in the black embroidered deel had come through right on the Mongol’s heels; his pistol was in his left hand, and his sheathed saber hung on the right, which meant he was a southpaw. The clash of steel drew his eye more than a motionless woman in black. He wasted a very brief but crucial instant trying to draw a bead on Susan without hitting his companion… or partner… or subordinate… or commander… realized he couldn’t, and began to pivot towards Luz… or towards Shen and his men… with his Mauser pistol following his eyes like the movement of a snake coiling to strike. 
 
    Fumiko stepped out from behind the open door and swung her kusari-fundo in a short whipping overarm blow, a blur in the uncertain light and a humm of cloven air; Ciara came up behind her, slammed the thick door shut, and stood with her shoulder against it. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The pistol-shot was shockingly loud in the room’s enclosed space, and so quick it was impossible to tell if it had been deliberate or an involuntary clenching as the steel weight struck his wrist—though someone else’s shout of pain meant it had worked either way. Shooting off a pistol in a stone-walled room full of people did that. 
 
    “Yob tvoyu mat!” the man screamed as the weapon went spinning to clatter on the tile floor; very creditably he didn’t clutch at the broken wrist but went for a knife with his right hand instead. 
 
    Luz leapt for the man in Mongol dress whose own nationality was no longer in question—that curse meant fuck your mother in Russian. Unfortunately Fumiko chose that moment to strike again, throwing herself down on one palm and whipping her chain-weapon with the other hand so that it circled the man’s ankle, then pulling in a swift savage jerk that swung the weight of her whole body around the pivot of her palm. 
 
    That sent him over sideways, and meant Luz had to writhe and turn in mid-air like a thrown cat to avoid just tripping on him and falling flat on her face. Doing that with a sharp-edged knife in your hand and another in your enemy’s hand was an invitation to an ignominious end… 
 
    Instead she landed knees-first on his belly. The air went out of him with a whoosh, but his stomach felt like landing on a bed of hard rubber, armored with muscle. His right hand held a straight-bladed dagger, and she grabbed his wrist before the strike could begin to gather force. His own left arm came up to block her navaja, wrist crossed against wrist—agonizing for him and he hissed in a spray of spittle, but he was also strong as a horse. 
 
    What did I say to Arthur Scelham about arm-wrestling? went through Luz’s mind as they strained together. She would— 
 
    Thud! 
 
    The man convulsed under her. She drove the navaja past his weakened block and into the joint of his right shoulder, twisting sharply and producing a shrill scream of pain. His knife clattered free as the arm went limp. 
 
    The grating, yielding sensation of steel in bone held together with tendon was unpleasantly reminiscent of jointing a chicken—something she’d always enjoyed doing with swift skill as part of cooking, but she’d probably have to suppress this memory for a while when she made arroz con pollo. 
 
    He shrieked again and fainted. Luz didn’t have to glance back to know what had happened: Ciara had stepped forward to a distance comfortable for a medium-good shot in bad light and then carefully, practically, methodically shot the man in the foot with another heavy shotgun slug, turning it instantly and thoroughly into a pulp of flesh and bone and bits of tendon mixed with long-dead cowhide. 
 
    He very probably wouldn’t die, though; she did glance to make sure the blood wasn’t coming out of the shredded boot in the pulsing stream of a severed artery. He wouldn’t use the foot again in this lifetime, but the rest of his life was going to be a strictly temporary problem for him and he wouldn’t be doing much walking in that interval. 
 
    “Thanks,” Luz said, suddenly conscious of being wet with the sweat of effort, and splashes of blood. 
 
    As long as it’s other people’s blood… 
 
    Ciara moved forward; she’d pulled off the hood, and her face was fixed as she worked the shotgun action with a shick-shack and prepared to do the same to the man fighting Susan. She didn’t get the chance, nor did Fumiko to use her chain-and-weights. 
 
    “Huài nánrén! Huài!” shrieked one of the six or seven-year-olds. 
 
    She ran forward and grabbed his leg from behind, sinking her white teeth into his right knee and worrying at it like a small human terrier. 
 
    “Nǐ shānghàile wǒ māmā!” the other wailed, as she latched her hands onto his belt and started wrenching at him as she kicked him in the shin amid screams and sobs. 
 
    The remarks were simple enough to come through the barriers of accent: Bad man! Bad! and You hurt my mommy! 
 
    The distraction was minor and the Mongol could have disposed of them in instants on their own. But he was fighting an opponent who stretched him to ten-tenths of his abilities and didn’t have that much time. The children’s onslaught turned his cat-grace into an awkward lurch for just an instant. 
 
    Susan’s swords hit in a one-two-three sequence of meaty thwack-crunch sounds, the first severing three fingers of the hand on the dao-saber’s hilt and sending it spinning among the dodging girls pressed against the outer wall, the second burying the curved hook of the left-hand sword in his shoulder, the third darting down into his left knee and back in a swift yank, the knife-sharp inner edge of the hook severing the ligaments that let the muscles pull on the bones along the way. The leg flopped and the man went backward with a roar and the children fell clear, gaping up at Susan with mouths and eyes wide. 
 
    The roar cut off as Ciara completed her step forward and kicked him in the head; carefully and methodically as well, in a way that left him mumbling and dazed but not unconscious. 
 
    Luz rolled erect as her companions moved to bind the injured men and bandaged the worst wounds. 
 
    “Normally I don’t much like a hostile interrogation,” she said, panting. “But I think I’m really going to enjoy having a chat with these two.” 
 
    The white man was conscious again and glaring murderously at her, which took considerable willpower with the pain he must be feeling from his shoulder and wrist and foot. 
 
    “Blondie’s a Russian, though. I don’t speak enough Russian to make that worthwhile. So… Je dis que nous devrions simplement le brûler vif pour rendre son ami Gengis plus bavard.” 
 
    He wasn’t able to prevent his eyes flaring as she said that, or his head jerking a little; the Mongol hat had fallen off, revealing a round skull shaven except for a long yellow scalp-lock in the Cossack style that quivered with the motion. 
 
    Ciara looked at Luz sharply. She spoke French with reasonable fluency, and Luz had said: I say we just burn him alive to make his friend Genghis more talkative. And she’d said it with a hiss and a slight pull of lips from teeth that made it very believable. 
 
    Susan was standing looking rather helpless; the two girls had clutched her around the waist and were sobbing loudly, burying their tear-and-snot streaked faces in her jacket. Fumiko helped by taking the swords, and Susan let her hands fall on the two raven-black heads. Luz thought she heard the woman from Shanghai murmur: 
 
    “Just the same age…” 
 
    Luz spoke briskly to Ciara: “Don’t worry, querida, I was just testing whether he spoke French. I thought he would. He’s my age, and before the Great War any Russian with any rank at all learned French as a matter of routine. Two is better than one when it comes to interrogations. And Susan?” 
 
    She looked at Luz, who continued: “If they try to talk to each other, tell them to shut up. If they don’t, kick them somewhere sensitive, hard.” 
 
    Then she repeated it in French and Chinese, to include their two captives. They had a few moments, and Luz looked around, controlling her breathing and assessing the situation. Shen was down by the pile of wicker chests, getting his leg bandaged and swearing at the job his men were doing. He looked up and grinned at her, barring his teeth like a dog worrying a bone: 
 
    “Broke the shin,” he said, the sweat of pain sheening on his face. 
 
    Which tells me where that bullet from the Mauser went, Luz thought, picking it up and clicking on the safety. 
 
    She handed it to him butt-first, and he accepted it left-handed and tucked it into his belt with a nod of thanks. Most of his attention was on the necklace in his other hand, which he must have hooked out of the open wicker crate on his right—it was three ropes of intricately chased gold links, each running back to fretwork plaques set with some sort of gem she couldn’t quite make out in the flickering light. 
 
    “Fifty Mex for this night’s work?” he gloated. “I’ll toss fifty Mex to beggars! Every day!” 
 
    Luz looked at the injury. “Yes, it’s broken, I think, but it should heal—we’ll have Zhou’s doctor look at it.” 
 
    “Even if it has to be cut off, I’m going to be the richest cripple in Shanghai! I’ll have my own special rickshaw just to take me to the latrine!” 
 
    Luz winced a little at seeing the ancient, delicate necklace in his hand… but on the other hand, he’d earned it. And China was an old enough country that even a village-born tough like Shen who could barely write his own name knew the value of ancient things—albeit he was an exceptionally smart tough. He put it back gently in the box and turned down the offer of a flask from one of his followers despite the savage pain that locked his face muscles into a rictus. 
 
    “Not going to fuddle my wits now! No, no! No booze, no black smoke, not until all this is safe—too many thieving bastard sons of whores around!” he said, and put his hand on the butt of the Mauser instead. 
 
    And Shen and his compadres are less likely to try to do a bunk with the loot because he’s hurt. And he’ll shoot them if they try to leave without him and they know it, Luz thought. Still, he’ll bear watching. 
 
    She looked at the two bound, bandaged and gagged prisoners with an expression that unknowingly mimicked Shen’s nakedly delighted greed. 
 
    I did this nice and quick if I say so myself… but Shen’s right. We’re not out yet. For one thing, this building is going to burn to the ground. 
 
    Shouts outside announced Zhou and his patriotic enthusiasts sliding down the roof above; with a blink Luz realized that it had been… 
 
    She consulted her inner clock, which had always been accurate and had gotten better with practice. 
 
    …about seven or eight minutes since she’d dropped behind that pillar herself, no more. One of the shouts was a howl about an ankle; someone had landed wrong. 
 
    “I suppose if you’re ready to do or die for China and the Republic like something out of The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, spraining your ankle is an anticlimax,” Fumiko said. She said it in Spanish, and grinning. 
 
    But her eyes flicked northward, to where her sister was hidden, watching the airboat. 
 
    Luz nodded. That was the next order of business. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: 
 
    New Territories 
 
    Shanghai International Settlement 
 
    Lower Yangtze valley, Republic/Empire/Anarchy of China 
 
    October 30th, 1922 A.D., 1922(b) 
 
   When Luz opened the door again—cautiously at first—Zhou and his men were standing and looking at the carnage, except for the one sitting and rocking as he nursed his ankle, then submitted to the doctor’s quick tight bandaging. One or two were simply grim, as if visiting a bad place but not for the first time. Several of the others were visibly queasy at seeing what was partly the work of their own hands; it was easier for most people, even true believers, to be ideologically ruthless in the abstract than it was to see… and hear… and smell… what that meant at first hand. 
 
    Most people, not all. But the other kind are usually a menace. 
 
    Her mouth quirked. 
 
    Como una Luz O’Malley, but worse. I never needed a lofty pile of wordy mierda about democracy or universal brotherhood to justify killing people who got in my way. Or Uncle Teddy’s way… 
 
    The young doctor started forward to tend to some of the bleeding or whimpering or writhing figures; that stopped when Scelham’s men came through the Flowery Gate. Tommy led them, his dusty black coat flapping in the flame-breeze of the burning door, his Thompson in his arms. Luz thought for a moment he’d taken off his glove on the reddened right hand, but it was just soaked. Arthur was spattered from head to foot and had a manic look in his eye, and their followers scattered through the courtyard to solve the problem of the enemy wounded with shots and economical bayonet-thrusts. The doctor swallowed and scurried over to help the hurt Englishmen their comrades had carried or helped in, and was soon hard at work doing emergency repairs. It wouldn’t take long… 
 
    Luz wiped her navaja on her sleeve and made a sweeping after you gesture towards the door after she’d closed it and slipped it back into the sheath. The head of Scelham and Company, Ltd. glanced at where the six northern soldiers lay—they’d been facing out into the courtyard when Shen’s men rose and opened up on their backs. Zhou’s followers were gathering up their assault rifles and ammunition pouches, occasionally wiping them on a clean patch of uniform. 
 
    Then he ducked into the room, nodded to Luz’s household, touched a finger to his cap at the wounded Shen—the Johns Hopkins alumnus had followed them and was soon clucking over the bandage and redoing it with splints and a sanitary wash that made Shen swear, and offering a syringe of morphine that was turned down. Tommy glanced at the girls, and raised the lid on the open wicker chest for a moment with a crooked smile. 
 
    “I should have looked into the antiques business years ago,” he said in a tone like an amiable shark bantering. 
 
    Arthur looked too. “Fookin’ hell!” he said reverently. “We should have sodding started in antiques.” 
 
    “About the women…” Luz said. 
 
    Tommy nodded stone-faced. “Holly had a suggestion, just in case. Scelham and Company are opening a ready-made clothing factory—got a contract for uniforms from the Municipal Council. Not fancy wages, but it’s a living, and using a sewing machine’s not hard to learn.” 
 
    “Ah, that will do splendidly,” Luz said, and out of the corner of her eye saw Ciara relax slightly. 
 
    Returning the girls to their home villages was almost certainly impossible, for reasons starting with the fact that the villages had been burned to the ground and their inhabitants massacred or carried off, and going on to a thousand miles of warlord-and-bandit ruled chaos between here and there. 
 
    “Let’s get Jamaica Jack and Masky Simon in to help guard,” Tommy said, and called over his shoulder. “Jack! Simon!” 
 
    One of the ruffians who’d followed him looked up and fell out at a beckoning gesture through the doorway—a dark cadaverous man who looked as if his father at least had been from Jamaica rather than England, and tall and broad-built enough that his Lee-Enfield looked small in his great hand. 
 
    “Simon be dead, Tommy,” he said in tones that confirmed Luz’s guess, Midland glottal mixed with something far more musical and rhythmic. 
 
    Tommy’s mouth quirked. “Been dead since he caught that mustard gas in the face, really,” he said. “Poor sod.” 
 
    “Yah, he fight like he want to die, and he get what he want,” Jamaica Jack replied. 
 
    While taking the bayonet off his rifle and wiping it on the seat of his pants before snapping the twenty-inch blade back into the sheath. The combination was awkwardly long in an enclosed space. 
 
    “Stay here and help the ladies if they need it, Jack. I don’t expect this room to burn soon but I could be wrong, so lend a hand getting things out if it does. Those two trussed chickens are loot too—they can’t talk if they burn.” 
 
    “Yah, mon,” he said nodding. 
 
    Luz did too, signaling Susan to remain with her eyes—she’d have had to get the two children to let her go anyway, which might not have been easy. They seemed to have latched on to her as a protector, and she compromised by getting them to cuddle up against her on either side in a way that let her hold her blades. 
 
    Luz and Ciara and Fumiko walked out into the courtyard; Ciara handed her the Sharpshooter, and she cradled it in her left arm as they went up the brick pathway with the Scelhams past the dry fountain and the Maxim gun. It would be a constant visual reminder of her contribution to the evening’s festivities. Zhou followed with most of his men… but he’d also left several to help guard the loot and the man with the ankle. 
 
    The groups shifted quickly as they walked until it was Tommy, Luz and Zhou in a line abreast with their chief followers behind, all glancing sidelong at each other except for the leaders, who were doing it mentally instead. 
 
    Isn’t mutual trust wonderful, Luz thought, and made sure her incipient she-wolf grin got no further than a slight amiable smile. 
 
    Another long gurgling shriek rang out from the burning southern part of the compound, abruptly cut short when something collapsed with a crash. Ciara started to wince, visibly remembered the room with the girls, and set her face like stone. 
 
    Just one gran familia feliz, that’s us, sitting around the campfire and singing songs with linked hands… of course our enemies are burning alive in the campfire, but no puedes tenerlo todo in this life. 
 
    They went up the broad steps from the courtyard to the main house, pausing once to foot-shove a body aside that was lying face-down in the way, and walking carefully because the blood made the stone slippery. Nobody wanted to do a pratfall right now. 
 
    “That you?” Tommy asked Luz, nodding at the corpse with the bullet-hole neatly between the shoulder-blades 
 
    “Sí, he was one of the machine-gun crew,” she replied. “I went for Du first, then them.” 
 
    “Ah,” he commented. “Back in France, it was proper odd how the Hun machine-gun crews always fought to the death and never got taken prisoner when we overran them. At least that was what we told the officers, and then everyone had a good laugh.” 
 
    Small flat-faced stone statues of sitting lions flanked the carved and lacquered gateposts at the top of the stairs; the broad arch-topped doors were made of some blushing-red polished wood, studded with bronze knobs and divided down the center; each half had a stylized pug-like lion’s head with a ring in its mouth as a handle. The door wasn’t barred, and swung open when Tommy tugged on it, though its weight meant it moved slowly. 
 
    Another body slid out and flopped at their feet, a small plump man in a robe. Someone had shot him in the back of the head just before he went out the door so that he slumped forward with the upper third of his body in in a C against the wood. A chunk of his forehead was missing and much of his brain was spattered over the bottom of the panel, but enough of his pudgy middle-aged face wasn’t covered in… 
 
    Stuff, Luz thought. 
 
    … to show that he’d had a bad case of smallpox at one time. 
 
    Zhou leaned over and murmured in her ear: “Huang Jinrong. Pock-Faced Huang. The one who betrayed my brother and told Big-Ears Du to kill him and all his children and grandchildren.” 
 
    “Ah,” Luz said thoughtfully, and then went on silently to herself: 
 
    I think Susan’s accomplishing a lot of her life-goals tonight. Hey-ho, always good to do favors for a friend. And las tonterías moralizadoras in Sunday-School to the contrary, revenge is very sweet indeed. 
 
    As her eyes adjusted to the light of the overhead lanterns the big hall within reminded Luz a little of the Golden Chrysanthemum in San Francisco… though on second thoughts it was probably the other way ‘round: the restaurant was derived from this, the room a gentry family in the Old Country used for entertaining. It was even more restrained than the Golden Chrysanthemum’s top floor, which might be a matter of region, class or both, but it had the paneling, the lacquer screens and carved furniture, and the lanterns hanging from the ceiling were in ornamented square or octagonal cases with tassels. 
 
    But this was definitely not the sort of party you read about in the Dream of the Red Chamber, with genteel poetry-capping contests as the centerpiece, she thought, wrinkling her nose. More the bandit chief’s lair, right now. 
 
    The smells of spilled food, rice wine and báijiǔ—a distilled liquor which was clear as vodka but had complex flavors like whisky and a kick like a bad-tempered mule—and tobacco and opium smoke mixed with the stink of nitro powder and death. Several of the tables and their chairs had gone over too, and off in one corner was a clutch of what were called in Shanghai sian sang, sing-song girls dressed in expensive modern style or in Chinese opera costume and holding musical instruments. 
 
    They were in their twenties, pretty but hard-faced; several had produced small daggers or revolvers and were keeping them in inconspicuous readiness. Siang sang were comprehensively trained professional entertainers, educated from girlhood and more like geisha than common prostitutes. Behind their protective semicircle cowered a clutch of half a dozen girls wearing nothing at all and looking like the ones in the guarded room, who’d probably been brought in for comparison-shopping purposes to show the quality of the prospective merchandise. 
 
    There weren’t any bodies here except the recently deceased Pock-Face Huang, but the atmosphere vibrated with barely leashed violence. 
 
    The central table across from the door had one obviously dominant figure in a grey silk robe with a 1911 Colt automatic on the table before him, and his lieutenants to either side with a collection of about a dozen strong-arm types standing behind armed to the teeth and growling and bristling in all directions; the lieutenants might have known what to expect, but obviously the bodyguards hadn’t been told. Which was good craft… 
 
    Unlike Big Ears and Pock-Face the surviving Green Gang leader was slimly fit rather than heavyset, and about her own five-foot-six height, which was slightly above average for a Chinese male. He was strikingly handsome, and despite being in his thirties had notably little hair apart from a small, neat mustache. 
 
    There were a scatter of others still seated, including some richly-dressed women who had brothel madam all over them, down to the expressionless faces and gimlet eyes, with their attendant secretaries and bullies. All of them were projecting don’t notice me as hard as they could, not hard when someone so obviously charismatic was on hand and deliberately turning the volume up. 
 
    That’s Baldy, the late Du Yuehsheng’s right-hand man, Luz thought as the grey-clad figure’s eyes took them in, recognizing Zhou from previous acquaintance, Tommy Scelham by reputation, and giving her a surprised considering look. Aka the Shaven-Headed General. 
 
    He rose gracefully. “I salute our friends, who helped us strike back at the treachery of the northern savages who attacked in violation of the laws of hospitality!” he said, in good Mandarin with an educated Shanghai accent much like Susan Zhou or her uncle. “Though tragically our brothers Du Yuehsheng and Huang Jinrong were killed fighting bravely against this unprovoked attack by men they, alas, trusted.” 
 
    Ah, so that’s going to be the official version, Luz thought. 
 
    Nobody said anything as he repeated it in Shanghainese, but several sets of eyes flicked to the pistol in front of Baldy. One of his followers hastily picked up a spent cartridge case from near it and slipped it into a pocket, and another took the pistol and held it in his lap beneath the table, lest it disrupt the storytelling. 
 
    The gang-boss lifted a glass of báijiǔ. 
 
    “A toast to our allies! Wǒ lái jìng dàjiā yì bēi!” 
 
    Zhou gave the Scelhams a quick running translation; one of his men fetched abandoned glasses and the three leaders all sipped in reply. 
 
    Not bad, Luz thought as she set hers down. 
 
    Certainly better than vodka, which she didn’t like—hitting yourself on the head with a hammer had about the same effect and was quicker. 
 
    “Esteemed General Chiang,” she said, bowing politely in the local style. 
 
    Chiang was his family name, of course, with the self-chosen adult public name being Kai-shek, meaning pure aspirations. Chinese naming customs could be a little confusing by Western standards, with personal names changing at various points in a life and all of them equally ‘real’. 
 
    “Were there more of these northern evildoers? We should not let them escape by flying away from the just punishment for their crimes!” Luz said. 
 
    We should kill them all to shut them up and stop them from contradicting your story, she translated mentally. And to leave their boss in the dark about what really happened. 
 
    Baldy could certainly fill that in himself. His reputation was that of a clever man with far more formal education than most in his line of work, including but not confined to a modern military academy, and her first impression confirmed that. 
 
    “Yes, they fled,” Chiang said. “Showing their cowardly nature.” 
 
    Showing commendable good sense, Luz translated. 
 
    He pointed behind him. “Out the gate there.” 
 
    “I’ll take this part,” Luz said. 
 
    Tommy and Zhou nodded as she bowed again to Chiang and started around the square of tables. They were obviously willing to do the bargaining—which didn’t concern Mrs. Smith nearly as much, and Luz O’Malley Aróstegui even less; and it would probably make Chiang happier if he didn’t have to publicly negotiate with a foreign woman as an equal. Baldy Chiang would certainly have been even happier if they’d all just left after killing his rivals, but he would be willing enough to pay a steep price for the coup that had left him at the head of the decapitated Green Gang. 
 
    She quickened her pace, but not too much; it wouldn’t be dignified to run. They went through another door, through a narrow rectangular open space, then a set of utility rooms, a bare hall and the outer gate, which was a near-twin of the southern one now part of a pillar of flame. 
 
    “Fumiko, point,” Luz said as they came out into cool earthy darkness. 
 
    Luz and Ciara put their hood-masks back on, and Fumiko pulled hers down again. The three of them moved faster as their eyes adjusted, but not enough to be called running. They were on narrow paths, often by the sides of ditches either full of water or damp with mud, a checkerboard throughout this man-made landscape crossed by planks or woven-bamboo equivalents The summer crops of rice and cotton and roots had been harvested, most of the fruit picked, the fields of winter wheat plowed and planted, the cold-season vegetables were showing as sprouts, and it was about as dry as it got here, just before the late-fall rains started. And Fumiko had been this way before, and had an unfailing memory for direction honed by training. 
 
    They still had to be careful not to end up knee-deep in a ditch’s boggy bottom with the remains of the night soil that made the country air more pungent than she liked, as did the unmistakable presence of a lot of stall-fed pigs. Luz cocked an eye at the sky. It was… 
 
    Call it four hours to moonset. That… thing… 
 
    She didn’t suppose it really qualified as a battle, except for the losers. Possibly execution would be more accurate. 
 
    … only took about forty minutes empezar a acabar. How time flies when you’re having fun! 
 
    The airboat came into sight gradually, a darkness rearing against the northern stars, curving against the night sky, more of a deeper darkness than a physical thing. Then it showed more clearly as lights came on below it—probably in the gondola, which wasn’t visible yet. That made it even more eerie, as if some giant landscape feature or a seagoing ship had uprooted itself and was drifting in mid-air. Airships hadn’t been common until Luz was well into adulthood; the first Atlantic crossing had been in 1914, when she was two years past voting age and newly enfranchised by the Equal Rights Amendment. In this rustling darkness they still looked unnatural. 
 
    Fumiko went to a knee and put up a hand, just short of a field planted in some bushy vine that bore an unfamiliar fruit that was green and fuzzy and about the size of a hen’s egg. Ciara and Luz followed suit, and Fumiko clicked her tongue sharply three times, paused, and did it twice again. The sound wouldn’t carry far, and it would be lost in the click and buzz of the night’s insects and birds and the rustle of branches and leaves. Unless you were listening for it. 
 
    They waited, kneeling, and the sound was repeated from ahead of them. The three of them went down the rows between the bushes, leopard-walking, not quite prone but using knees and elbows to push themselves forward. Luz slung the Sharpshooter muzzle-down rather than hold it across the crooks of her elbows, since the plants were tightly spaced and grew lushly in this fertile muck. 
 
    Midori was at the edge of the field, concealed well enough between her dark clothing, mask, and a few artfully-arranged leaves that Luz wouldn’t have seen her from more than six feet out if she hadn’t known exactly where to look. She turned her head towards them, lowering a monocular from her eye as she did so. 
 
    Luz ghosted in beside her, with her sister on the other side. 
 
    “Had a nice nap while we were working, sis?” Fumiko said… quietly, and with her mouth towards the ground; if you did that lying down on soft dirt it limited the distance the sound of your voice traveled. The pullover hood-masks helped too. 
 
    “You selfish bitches made me miss the party, you mean, so I couldn’t repay my bruises some more,” Midori said; the shooting would have been clearly audible from here. “The other guests came this way in a big hurry, about eight of them. Including one in a very fancy uniform. White man, middle-aged, lots of medals on his chest—I’d peg him for some sort of eastern European, from the dress-up more than his face.” 
 
    “Russians,” Luz said. “We confirmed that, and we have two prisoners.” 
 
    Me cago en todo lo que se menea! she swore to herself. That bemedaled type would have been an ideal prisoner—and well worth shooting, come to that. 
 
    Ciara handed Luz the night-glasses. That brought the airboat close. What had been a looming and an outline in the darkness came closer, and became an object… and a very large one. Fumiko’s report was about as close as you could get with words; it was a big airboat, ultimately derived from an American naval patrol model, but these days machinery tended to show less and less sign of its origins, as everyone copied foreign advances quickly and shamelessly. Germany and the US had moved furthest and fastest on that, but perforce everyone else had followed suit. 
 
    More lights came on as she watched, and men where hurrying up the ramp that lowered from the rear of the sixty-foot gondola. The two machine-gun turrets at bow and stern were manned now, and began to move; searchlights stabbed out from them. Luz put her head down just in time, and kept the night-glasses pointing down so the lenses couldn’t give them away by reflecting it back. This was very close to be shot at by four machine-guns… and the aircraft types had a higher rate of fire, too. 
 
    They all lay silently, eyes down—human eyes could flash too if struck just right, though not quite like a cat’s. The port engine started with a coughing bang and rattle and then settled down to a steady roar, followed by the starboard. Prop-wash blew dust at them, perceptible even a hundred yards away. When the spears of brilliance moved on, she raised her head again and put the glasses back to use. 
 
    “Last of the guards coming in… wait a minute, two men in aviator’s helmets are getting off… and they have parachutes on,” Luz said. “The pilots for the fighting-scouts you spotted.” 
 
    The bulky, low-slung cloth shapes on their backs were unmistakable now that the gondola lights were making a pool of brightness on the ground around the airboat’s belly, and slapped at their backsides and upper thighs as they trotted off. Back in the early days of the Great War, some air corps—the British, for instance—had refused to issue them to fighting-scout pilots, on the theory that then they wouldn’t be tempted to abandon their aeroplanes in combat. That was idiocy even in its own terms; a pilot would be more cautious if he knew that damage to his mechanical steed meant certain death. Uncle Teddy’s opinion… 
 
    It’s remarkable how pungent he can be without technically swearing. 
 
    The American Army Air Corps had just put more effort into making parachutes more reliable and compact, and everyone else had eventually followed suit. If only because they finally realized that a trained pilot was more valuable than an aeroplane. Airships and airboats carried parachutes the way water-vessels did life-rings now, with drills for the passengers, and there was even a small but growing sport called sky-leaping—she and Ciara had done that, and their daughters had gone into squealing frenzies of cheers as they watched. 
 
    The two men in parachutes jogged briskly off to the westward; one was using a hand-flashlight, something just becoming common. Not in most of China yet, but if the Mr. X—whose identity she was now mostly, if not quite totally, sure of—could get his hands on fighting-scouts and airboats, not to mention the makings of a V-gas plant, that wouldn’t be a problem. The other had a Thompson; those had been copied widely too, so there was no knowing who’d made it. 
 
    “They’re in a tearing hurry,” Ciara said. “No ground crew, taking off in the dark with the rocket bottles… What do you want to do?” 
 
    Blow up the airboat and kill them all, Luz thought. My, but I am peeved with these pandilleros. 
 
    “We can’t hurt the airboat,” she said regretfully. 
 
    She could hit it with the Sharpshooter; even the shotgun and Fumiko’s Thompson might hit it at this range. The problem was that the giant craft could take a lot of damage. Experience during the Great War had proven that. Hydrogen would burn, but only when it had been mixed with air; it leaked, because its molecules were ‘so teensy’ as Ciara put it, but it leaked up. To set an airship on fire needed rockets, or shells, or prolonged bursts of machine-gun fire to rip the envelopes or gas cells open, mix the lifting gas with air, and then ignite it with tracer rounds. 
 
    That was why they weren’t used in range of enemy aeroplanes anymore; destroying London and Paris six years ago had been the last hurrah for the brief career of Zeppelin bombers, albeit a spectacular one. Fighting aircraft were death for them, and so were good antiaircraft guns. 
 
    But a few random rifle bullets simply wouldn’t do much harm, and the airboat’s machine-guns would shred them. She’d destroyed an airboat once by shooting out an engine, but that had been in the middle of a winter storm just outside Berlin, when it was trying to do an emergency launch into a stiff wind full of snow. This was a calm cool night with a bright moon, ideal flying weather—if she did that now, they’d just rise out of range and repair the damage. Airships were built so that you could do maintenance on the engines aloft. 
 
    “We could hijack the fighting-scouts and use them,” Fumiko said. 
 
    “We’re all qualified pilots,” Midori added. 
 
    Luz sighed. “Commendable spirit, but not worth the risk as things stand…” 
 
    “Here they go!” Ciara said. “Just as I predicted…” 
 
    Instead of freeing the anchor cables, the crew of the airboat simply released them inboard, with the rear ramp still rising. Both ran out of the spools with a whirr of some internal mechanism that was clearly audible, faster and faster. The airboat rose, with gathering speed as the cables paid out, then with a tremendous leap as they fell away—and water ballast poured out of the keel tanks in gurgling torrents. The airboat went skyward as if an invisible rubber band stretching to the Moon were whipping it up, dwindling from a huge looming presence as it turned its nose northward… 
 
    … and a parachute bloomed out beneath it, drifting downwards. 
 
    The airboat wasn’t so very high, perhaps a thousand feet, just enough for a safe descent, and they could all hear the whump! as the air rammed the silk open and the cords caught it. 
 
    “¡Qué diablos!” Luz swore in astonishment. “Get him, whoever it is! Alive!” 
 
    The emergency departure meant that the airboat did no more than fire a burst from its rear turret at the escaper, and the twin lines of tracer didn’t come very close to the dimly-seen dangling figure as they chattered for a few seconds. They did intersect the white dome of the parachute, silvered by the moonlight, and after that the descent was a little more rapid… 
 
    “There’s a fellow with plenty of luck, but it’s not all good,” Fumiko said. “I bet he’s hoping real hard he doesn’t drift too far south.” 
 
    Luz glanced back over her shoulder before they trotted forward. The flames had been noticeable all the way out, but they were definitely growing, and what wind there was definitely came out of the northwest. Luz sighed slightly; it was only a building, but she’d rather liked the compound. 
 
    Or at least the part of it not covered with corpses and their liquids. 
 
    The man was falling about twenty-five feet per second; they had less than a minute to wait until he hit. At Luz’s signal Ciara and the Taguchi sisters spread out in a circle and everyone took a knee. The parachutist was pulling at the control cords, and cursing as he did so. 
 
    Swearing in English, Luz thought, astonished. And I could swear that— 
 
    The man landed with a jolt in the soft plowed earth and collapsed, not quite in the recommended duck-and-roll, but nearly. The canopy settled south of him, showing holes and a long rip where the machine-gun bullets had clipped the carefully-sewn silk. Fumiko produced her flashlight and the man came to his feet—wincing a bit—and put his hands up. He was in the same green-brown deel uniform, but… 
 
    “Buenas noches, compadre,” Luz said to James Cheine, her fellow senior field operative of the Black Chamber. “It’s not that I don’t like you… but how many times do I have to rescue you? It’s tiring!” 
 
    He was battered by more than the rough landing, and it was quite visible despite the fact that he’d grown a short dense black beard and mustache. Luz knew what a face looked like after someone had been worked over with fists while tied to a chair or wall—she’d been on both ends of that, at one time or another—and one of the fingers on his left hand was grossly swollen, with the fingernail wrenched out, probably with a pair of pliers. 
 
    Despite that, he managed a grunt of laughter that showed a cracked tooth as he shed the parachute harness with the caution of a man covered in fresh bruises. 
 
    “Well, I’m not in the clutches of the vile enemy right now,” he pointed out. “Nor do I have a bullet in my leg. You didn’t have to shoot my guards the way you did in Berlin, either.” 
 
    “No, you’re just battered and penniless in a part of China currently overrun with murderous gangsters. Did our V-gas-seeking friends make you?” 
 
    “Alas, yes, though only this afternoon. I was posing as yet another Russian refugee in Mongolia with scarce technical skills that got me assigned to their air arm, but after his third vodka of the afternoon, General Pepelyayev suddenly remembered seeing me when his master’s cavalry hijacked the Trans-Siberian in 1916—the very last one out of Moscow.” 
 
    Luz nodded briskly. “¡Maldición! That changes the balance of risk and reward. We’ll go for those two fighters—" 
 
    James smiled, though it must have been painful, given the bruises, scabs and swellings. 
 
    “No, wait, Luz. Just a few seconds…” 
 
    Something in his voice made her look up sharply. The airboat wasn’t carrying riding lights, obviously, but it wasn’t far away and she could see the red dots that were the glow of the engine exhaust manifolds. Suddenly there was an actinic white flash from the bottom of the dark shape. The sound of the engines grew irregular and then stopped; there was another flash, blueish this time and then a long drawn-out whuuummp… 
 
    They could see the airboat burning most of the way down. She didn’t think anyone made it out. 
 
    With luck, it didn’t land on some unsuspecting village. 
 
    “Incendiary timer pencil in a locker full of signal flares just behind the control deck,” Cheine said with understandable satisfaction. 
 
    Then he made a languid gesture of farewell towards the burning airboat, the sort you did from the fantail of a yacht and went on merrily: 
 
    “Poka-poka, tovarishchi! A trick for you and a treat for me, this Halloween eve!” 
 
    A giant hiss like Fafnir expressing his opinion of Siegfried in the dragon afterlife sent them all diving to the ground, even James—though he hissed with less volume but equal vehemence when he landed on his injured hand. It came from the field to the west, and in the wash of red light Luz could see an Albatross fighting-scout rising at a forty-five degree angle with a lance of flame driving it on… 
 
    And then forty-five degrees became fifty, and then a loop, and then it was plunging straight down at a speed that made it a blur just before it struck; the upper wing peeled off a hundred feet in the air and fluttered downward like a giant leaf. The ground it had risen from was hidden behind a line of pollarded trees, but an instant later a ball of red-and-yellow flame rose over them. Another followed it, just as large, and they could all feel the wash of heat on their faces for a moment. 
 
    I’ll check, but I think that was the other fighter, Luz thought. Aircraft are very flammable, but we ought to be able to identify the engine blocks. 
 
    Ciara shook her head. “Those rocket-bottles aren’t ready for use with something as heavy as a manned aircraft,” she said with a quite genuine sigh, though at the technical problems rather than the pilots. “They don’t scale properly. Everyone got too hasty during the war but now… I wonder… perhaps a de Laval convergent-divergent nozzle rather than a simple cone…” 
 
    Luz felt a shiver within. That could have been us… 
 
    “Well, I suppose I owe you one, mi compadre, because otherwise we’d have had to try to use those things ourselves,” she said to Cheine, rising to her feet and giving him a hand. 
 
    Secondary explosions were sending lines of tracer into the sky as the machine-gun ammunition cooked off. 
 
    Cheine was nursing his injured hand, but he smiled as he looked up. 
 
    “Oh, we’re even,” he said. “I never could have gotten loose if they hadn’t been disorganized by… someone crashing the party, shall we say. Rushing around like headless chickens… now roast chickens. And I’m quite glad of that.” 
 
    He waggled the mangled finger to show just how glad, and why. Luz sighed and looked around. 
 
    “Right. Bueno… Midori, you get James back to the trucks we came in and hide him. I’ll smile mysteriously if anyone asks me how we destroyed the airboat and the fighting-scouts…” 
 
    Her mind ran through the details—the interrogations, making a division of the treasures that satisfied everyone without making Mrs. Smith unrealistically generous, but that was all housekeeping. This was the end of the… 
 
    “No, it’s not the end of the mission,” she said. “It’s the end of the first phase of the mission.” 
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    ully!” Theodore Roosevelt said. “Splendid work, both of you! We sent you two in so at least one would succeed, and you both did!” 
 
    “And we both came out alive,” Luz observed. 
 
    “That too! I’m deee-lighted!” 
 
    Luz leaned back in the planter’s chair and sighed contentedly in the mild evening air, and took a genteel sip of her coffee. They were all on the rear verandah of the Mansion, the American Governor-General’s summer residence here in the mountain town Daniel Burnham had designed as the colony’s refuge from the steamy heat of Manila. 
 
    It was actually quite homelike, because for this he’d used the Spanish Colonial Revival style that was so popular in America these days, all arches and balconies and courtyards and red Roman-tile roofs, and like the house her father had built it was concrete under the cladding and stucco. Even the climate wasn’t altogether different from Santa Barbara, though much wetter, since they were five thousand feet up where the air was always springlike. 
 
    And like her home, plants from the temperate zones and the tropics grew together; the air smelled of cut grass, frangipani and roses. Right now it was vastly preferable to Shanghai’s dank winter chill, just cool enough at night to make a fireplace pleasant. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t go quite that far, Mr. President,” Cheine said; he was looking much better, after time and dentistry, but his left hand was still a bit tender. “If I’d gone to the afterlife with that airboat, Luz would still have had the essential information. Whereas I’d never have gotten off it without her throwing the opposition into chaos and confusion.” 
 
    “Of which you took great advantage, James,” Luz said affectionately. “Yvonne would never have forgiven me if I hadn’t rescued you… again… anyway. Besides, we both discovered aspects the other didn’t, eso es Seguro.” 
 
    James nodded. “We came at the problem from opposite ends and met in the middle.” 
 
    Roosevelt chuckled. “And your reports were better reading… both were better… than any adventure story by Davis or Sienkiewicz… or even Jack London. Now that I’m an old man and can only experience adventures vicariously, as it were.” 
 
    “You’re looking years younger yourself, Uncle Teddy,” Luz said. 
 
    He was, clearer of eye and more relaxed; and about twenty pounds lighter, which she wasn’t going to mention, though from his grin and wink at her Theodore Jr. had, in private. The President’s son was also nakedly envious of the wilderness trek through the Yukon that had done it, and the hunting trophies of caribou, white bear and musk-ox. The few newspaper correspondents who’d managed to stay the course themselves had been awed by what the elder Roosevelt could do by sheer willpower, as many had been before, and had supplied plenty of stories and pictures that Public Information had used to build the legend. 
 
    The President in an igloo, the President with his foot on a dead polar bear, the President at the controls of a giant earth-moving machine, the President driving a dogsled through a blizzard… 
 
    “Thanks to Major… Colonel now… Taguchi,” the President said, barring every tooth in a grin of happy reminiscence. “And you and Edith, Luz, for persuading me to take up his offer to spend a month on the Edmonton-Fairbanks Project. Magnificent country! We’ll see that plenty of it is kept wild as a national heritage for future generations… and Josh Taguchi is a perfectly splendid example of how America’s best young manhood is rising to the challenges of our day and doing great things in peace as well as war!” 
 
    Fumiko and Midori preened slightly at the praise for their brother and visibly suppressed ironic comments on the lines of: and what about our young American womanhood? They’d gotten a promotion too, to Field Operative status, and the entries in their jackets in the Chamber’s files wouldn’t do any harm at all. Nor would having the Director, the President and his probable successor knowing their names and faces. 
 
    The elder Roosevelt steepled his fingers under his chin in thought for a long moment. 
 
    From here you could look down over the sloping gardens and flamboyant banks of flowers behind the mansion to an ornamental pool surrounded by green grass and tall pines. Children’s voices carried easily; some of Ted Jr.’s at play with Luz and Ciara’s… and the two now named Alice and Rebecca Zhou since the adoption papers came through. They were all banking around each other with arms outstretched for wings, whooping and jumping occasionally. Susan was there, and Ciara, occasionally boosting a small form overhead for a moment. The First Lady sat in a pergola by the lake roofed with some purple-flowered vine with her youngest grandson in her lap and the First Daughter-in-Law tickling him and making faces. 
 
    “Thank you for expediting the citizenship papers for Susan’s children, by the way, Director,” Luz said to John Wilkie, Director of the Secret Service and Black Chamber. 
 
    The President’s eyes were slightly troubled as he watched the two Zhou girls romping, beneath his usual, and perfectly sincere, delight in watching active youngster enjoying themselves. He was a very hard man at need, but he’d always loved children—perhaps because inside the warrior and scholar and ruler was a still something of a small sickly boy struggling for breath with asthmatic lungs, reading stories of adventure and dreaming wistfully of greatness. 
 
    “That was a bad business,” he said grimly. “Worse than anything I saw in the slums of New York when I was Police Commissioner there back in the ‘90’s, and God knows the things that could happen to poor immigrant children were gruesome enough to turn a man’s stomach. America fought one great war to end slavery in my father’s time, and now we’re faced with it abroad. This Baron von Ungern-Sternberg is a nasty piece of work and no mistake.” 
 
    Cheine was drinking a gin-and-tonic with ice. He shuddered slightly as he sipped. 
 
    “That’s an epic understatement, sir,” he said. “A murderous lunatic… and for once, what you see is what you get. He’s just as much of a murderous lunatic as he looks, in fact, and it’s… contagious.” 
 
    He tipped the tall glass slightly towards a file open on the glass-topped table between them: it had a newspaper clipping on top, from the May 3rd, 1917 edition of the New York Times, headlined: 
 
    THE RUSSIAN GENGHIS IS CROWNED. 
 
    Robert Nikolaus Maximilian, Freiherr von Ungern-Sternberg (or Roman Fyodorovich von Ungern-Sternberg if you were being Slavic) was actually German by descent, of a family settled on the Baltic shores since the crusades by the Knights of the Sword in the Middle Ages, and he’d served with reckless courage and utter brutality as an officer in the Russian army until it dissolved in revolt and mutiny in 1916. Then he’d taken his men over the border into Outer Mongolia, chased out the detested Chinese occupiers with fire and grotesque extravagances of slaughter, and set about forging a new realm from the Mongol clans and Russian refugees… 
 
    The picture showed him in Mongol formal dress, a tall athletic figure, with a heavyset man in a Tibetan-style Buddhist monk’s wrapped red robe and saffron shirt putting a golden… not quite crown… on his head, composed of five wedge-shaped panels bigger at the top than the bottom, with a spike and tassel on top. It was the face that was arresting: pale and pale-eyed, one eye slightly larger than the other, the scar across the high broad forehead… 
 
    According to first-hand reports, the scar flushes red when he flogs a man to death or watches them being skinned alive. 
 
    “A bold bad man,” Roosevelt said. “Even if he isn’t really the reincarnation of Genghis Khan.” 
 
    “He believes that he is, probably, Mr. President,” Cheine said. 
 
    “Mad and bad and dangerous to know,” Luz said. “But not stupid, alas.” 
 
    Cheine nodded. “He makes all his Russian officers study the Mongol language; he married a Mongol princess himself… they have two boys and a girl, now; and he encourages those of his Russian followers who didn’t bring wives with them to do likewise.” 
 
    “Plenty of potential brides, with so many men becoming Buddhist monks there,” Luz said thoughtfully. 
 
    “He wears Mongol dress, eats the local food, and so forth,” Cheine added. “He even sleeps in a yurt, at least in summertime. He’s careful to put Mongol nobles in a lot of high positions too, so it’s plain that it’s a genuine partnership, not a Russian take-over. Not that he’s actually Russian himself, strictly speaking.” 
 
    “It helps a lot that he became a Buddhist, too, before the war,” Luz said. “Well, he’s a Theosophist, really, but that’s close enough for government work. And he claims to be the avatar of Jamsaran, the Tibetan war god.” 
 
    “Madame Blavatsky, what sins have been committed in thy name,” Roosevelt said ruefully. 
 
    Wilkie tapped the file. “According to our reports, there are half a million Russians in Mongolia now, and more still arriving. The Khaganate of Mongolia incidentally includes most of Inner Mongolia again, as of the last couple of years. Ungern’s planted Cossack colonies there—the Transbaikal and Ussuri and Amur Cossack Hosts all moved en masse—and run out a lot of the Chinese settlers. Or just killed them.” 
 
    “Getting rid of the Chinese is a big reason so many Mongols worship the Bloody Baron,” Cheine said. “Not just the military occupation—they were terrified Chinese peasants would flood in behind the Chinese soldiers the way they had in Inner Mongolia and reduce them to irrelevance, rather like our Indians… or the Manchus in Manchuria. They worship him literally, in some cases, as the avatar of Jamsaran… who is a revolting looking brute judging from the statues in the temples, red skin, orange hair, tusks, helmet decorated with skulls…” 
 
    “Remember what that Mongol in San Francisco said just before he killed himself rather than be taken prisoner,” Luz said thoughtfully. “Ikh khaany tölöö!” 
 
    “A brave and honorable man fighting for a bad cause, like Lee and the Army of Northern Virginia,” the President said thoughtfully. 
 
    “And his Russians have nowhere else to go—they’re certainly not welcome back in Japanese Siberia, nor in the German-held parts either. They’d be lost without him, so they desperately want him to succeed,” Cheine said. 
 
    “Right,” Roosevelt said. “We know the Yekhe Khaan is behind this clandestine V-gas project. What to do about it, that’s the question.” 
 
    “If we and the Germans and the Japanese were to act in concert…” Wilkie said, and sighed. 
 
    Luz snorted quietly, and Ted Roosevelt Jr. laughed aloud. 
 
    His father made a not necessarily gesture. “It’s possible but not probable,” he said. “Germany and Japan have found Greater Mongolia a useful buffer—and a useful dumping-ground for troublesome Russians. The problem is that neither of them wants to give the other an inch, which puts the Great Khan —” 
 
    Which was what Yekhe Khaan meant. 
 
    “—in a position where he can play them off against each other.” 
 
    Director Wilkie put his coffee down. “Yes. And the fact that he grew up speaking German and has relatives there and in Austria gives him extra play in Berlin. Most of his kinfolk in the Baltic have been folded seamlessly into the Greater Reich, all völkisch as be-damned.” 
 
    “Geopolitics aside, it doesn’t help Berlin’s dealings with Tokyo that the Kaiser is always making speeches about yellow monkeys and the Asiatic peril,” Luz added. 
 
    “Hindenburg and Ludendorff let him do that sort of thing to help him forget he’s their puppet,” Wilkie said. “That’s more important to them than the diplomatic problems his… eccentricity… causes.” 
 
    “Germans have no sense of public relations,” Luz said. 
 
    The President snorted and rolled his eyes slightly. “They’re not alone in that. I told those Californian idiots and told them again that the Exclusion Acts and those laws against Japanese immigrants owning land were a ball and chain around our Pacific diplomacy’s ankle, but would they listen? No! It wasn’t politically possible to deny them what they wanted… but the cost of offending Japan has gone up steeply… Miss Taguchi?” 
 
    He added the last politely because Fumiko had suppressed a snigger, not quite as successfully as her sister. 
 
    “It’s just that in Shanghai we were in the city park… and the Tosa was paying a courtesy call…” 
 
    Roosevelt nodded at the mention of the Imperial Navy’s latest and largest; he’d started his ascent in Washington as Assistant Secretary of the Navy and still followed foreign warship construction very closely. 
 
    “… and we all had a giggle about how many prejudices a broadside of sixteen-inch guns can blow away.” 
 
    Teddy Roosevelt’s laugh rang out over the gardens. “Exactly, Miss Taguchi! Lady Respect is a mongrel like me, but her father at least… her father is a thoroughbred named Lord Fear.” 
 
    “Though possibly if the Kaiser keeps talking that way, he’ll make Asian people more popular in the US, Mr. President. Remember when he gave that speech to the German troops going off to fight the Boxers, back at the turn of the century? He told them to give no quarter and make a name for themselves like Attila’s Huns, and people have been calling Germans Huns ever since. His speeches are very effective… just usually not in the way he means them to be.” 
 
    Roosevelt started to laugh again, then stopped and gave her a long considering look. 
 
    “You know, Miss Taguchi, that’s a very perceptive observation.” 
 
    He thought for a second. “We’ve already exempted Filipinos from the Exclusion Acts —” 
 
    “For which as Governor-General here I profoundly thank you, Father,” his son said. “The problems I have with idiots undoing months of hard work with a word… President Taft may have turned into a reactionary nitwit at home, but at least Governor-General Taft did good work here that way, socializing with the local panjandrums and welcoming them into his home, and Eleanor and I are following his example. Of course, you were supervising him then.” 
 
    The President nodded acknowledgment. “Poor Taft—a good subordinate, but a terrible leader. And we’ve exempted British Indians from them too, to keep New Delhi happy…” 
 
    “Which is more than the Commonwealth of Australia has done,” Ted Jr. added dryly. “Parochial of them.” 
 
    “… and we’re going to be passing a new Consolidated Immigration Act to unify and regularize the whole system this year, consolidating decades of separate legislation—legislation that often contradicts itself.” 
 
    The Party loved smooth standardization; often for its own sake. 
 
    “Yes,” Roosevelt said, nodding to himself. “By Jingo, we’ll just quietly make the Acts invalid—along with all other previous immigration regulations. All superseded by the new Act, but that can be done in general terms that nobody will notice… if we’re lucky, nobody will notice until there are a couple of court cases next year or the one after. I’ll get Hiram busy keeping the Californians from screaming too loudly if they do notice what we’re doing—we can make it look as if the Democrats are behind anything of that sort, too… which they would be, and which would be the kiss of death now that they’re tarred with a pro-German brush. Thank you for a brilliant idea, Miss Taguchi!” 
 
    The sisters were looking as taken-aback as Luz had ever seen them, under a careful self-control. 
 
    See what hanging around with Uncle Teddy gets you? she thought. It’s like social relations with a force of nature. 
 
    He nodded again. “With everyone talking about all the Europeans we’re getting, two million again this year probably, it’ll slide in mostly unnoticed. That’ll help relations with Japan in the long run. We’re always at odds with them because we’re rivals and that can’t be helped; but there’s no need to add insult to injury.” 
 
    Clever, Luz thought. He’ll maneuver the supporters of the Exclusion Acts into a position where they have to try to reverse a decision already made and enacted into law, which is so much harder… but then Uncle Teddy is clever, not just intelligent. So far, everyone who’s tried to out-clever him politically has ended up lying on the ground in a scatter of broken teeth, wondering what hit them. 
 
    Ted Jr. and Wilkie—and the Taguchis—were all nodding, but Wilkie furnished the obvious caveat: 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President, in the long run… but in the short run a mad mass-murdering slave-trading lunatic is about to get his hands on V-gas, and the Japanese will regard anything we say as a trick and an excuse to interfere in their back-yard. They’re unhappy enough with our slipping the Kuomintang a little on the side. Greater Mongolia is a useful spoon they use to keep the China stewpot churning, too, without letting anyone stay on top for long. The Kenpeitai’s China desk has a new slogan: the worse, the better.” 
 
    “And the Germans wouldn’t be happy with us trying to turn Berlin against Ungern,” Cheine said. “They’ll discount any evidence we supply until far too late.” 
 
    The elder Roosevelt nodded, Jove-like. “We know that von Ungern-Sternberg is behind this. What we need to know now is precisely where and how; that before we can do anything.” 
 
    Director Wilkie smiled thinly. “That’s a million square miles of steppe and desert we’ll have to comb, Mr. President. The size of the Old US from the Atlantic to the Mississippi.” 
 
    The Old US was the common term these days for the United States as it had existed before the New Nationalism and the Great War. 
 
    “All the more important to start at once,” the President said. 
 
    Luz and Cheine and the Taguchis all had expressions rather like wolves looking at a rabbit and licking their chops as Wilkie went on: 
 
    “The Central Powers and the Japanese Empire won’t tolerate our interfering openly in their backyard… But the Black Chamber exists precisely to do things clandestinely that we can’t do openly. From the shadows, steel,” he concluded, quoting the Chamber’s official motto. 
 
    “It’s a good thing that I’ve kept the Mrs. Smith identity burnished,” Luz said thoughtfully. “Shanghai will be a useful base.” 
 
    The President shot her a glance. “Safe enough for your children?” 
 
    Luz nodded. “Sir, with the Green Gang under its new management and the Kuomintang and Scelham and Company—” 
 
    “A bunch of bloody-handed buccaneers,” Director Wilkie said disapprovingly. 
 
    “Old English tradition,” Roosevelt observed—not altogether disapprovingly; like a Viking chief had been a term he favored when talking about his beloved frontiersmen. “What else were Drake and Hawkins and Clive? Or John Smith at Jamestown. And Sam Houston and Bowie and Davy Crockett and John C. Frémont were all buccaneers in their day, for that matter. Name me a nation that didn’t have its foundations built by their ilk, with a hard and bloody hand.” 
 
    “—and that gang of bloody-handed buccaneers all looking out for the so-useful and extremely profitable Mrs. Smith…” Luz said, letting the remark trail off into implications. 
 
    “Yes, it was a clever stroke to suggest we market the antiquities you… acquired… through the Yuens in San Francisco,” Wilkie said. “They’ve done it well, and it even makes your operation self-financing! With no traceable contact with the Chamber at all, adding another layer of corroboration to your cover-story.” 
 
    “And all the parties in Shanghai realize they couldn’t do it nearly as well themselves and need Mrs. Smith for maximum profit and the security of a respectable front with government connections in the US. Which makes it safer than San Francisco and as safe as Santa Barbara,” Luz concluded. 
 
    “Safer still if the Black Chamber’s Shanghai operation had a better Chief of Station,” Wilkie said, frowning. 
 
    Luz kept her face carefully blank as she said: “True.” 
 
    Then when the President, Director and Governor-General all looked at her: 
 
    “No! ¡Absolutamente no! I’m simply not suited to administrative posts and I’ll need to keep my freedom of action. It would be a good idea to have someone better if Shanghai’s going to be more important to us, though, someone I’ve worked with before and vice versa. Say, Senior Field Operative Henrietta Colmer. Who is good at administrative work and is due a promotion.” 
 
    Wilkie looked surprised. The President was thoughtful, glancing upward and tapping his fingers on the arm of his planter’s chair while he consulted the files in his remarkable memory: 
 
    “That’s the young Negro lady who was so useful to Luz in the Zacatecas affair when the Germans tried to sabotage our V-gas program, correct? Hmmm.” 
 
    He glanced at Wilkie, who nodded. 
 
    “Well, she’s certainly gotten glowing reports as Assistant Chief of Station in Zacatecas for the last year—which is an important post, since our own V-gas plant is there,” Wilkie said. “She’s well-acquainted with the technical details of V-gas too, years of experience overseeing the security arrangements for it.” 
 
    Luz kept the cat-grin off her face. Her old friend and fellow Bryn Mawr alumnus Julie Durán—they’d been lovers there, briefly, and Luz had introduced her to her future husband Roberto Durán when the three of them joined the nascent Black Chamber—was Station Chief in Zacatecas, had been for years, and had no ambitions beyond that, her growing brood of children, and overseeing the hacienda the Duráns had bought, and especially no desire to run a Station on enemy territory. Henrietta was also a friend if not as close; she was very able, and you did your friends good turns whenever you could. 
 
    And if it’s to your advantage too, so much the better. 
 
    “See to it, John,” the President said. 
 
    While they spoke the sun had sunk towards the forested mountains westward, turning the clouds there to molten copper edging down into hot gold with the brief tropical sunset. A white-coated steward came down from the house and spoke to Edith Roosevelt in the pergola, and an amah came to collect the sleeping infant. 
 
    “Well, about time to get ready for dinner,” the President said jovially, grinning and rubbing his hands—he’d always been an enthusiastic trencherman. “Do you still have that wonderful cook, Ted? The one who did that dee-lightful local version of roast suckling pig the first time we flew out?” 
 
    “Jose Cuyegkeng? We most certainly do. And he’s making lechonillo again just for you, Father,” Ted said. 
 
    Ciara had come up while they spoke, and caught the last of that. 
 
    “Oh, that sounds heavenly!” she said. “Nothing like chasing children all afternoon to work up an appetite!” 
 
    “Or like a good dinner as the foundation of a pleasant evening, Miss Whelan!” the elder Roosevelt said heartily. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more, Colonel,” Ciara said… and then looked at Luz with a slight secret smile and just the hint of a wink. 
 
    Life is good, Luz thought, as they all rose. 
 
    Her eyes went northeastward, towards Shanghai. 
 
    And full of interesting things to keep you occupied, she added to herself. Very interesting indeed. 
 
    THE END 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Acknowledgments: thanks to— 
 
    
    To Kier Salmon, longtime close friend and valued advisor. Whose help with things in Spanish and about Mexico—she lived there into adulthood—has been very, very helpful with this whole series. As well as her general advice to which I have always listened carefully. My mother grew up speaking Spanish too (in Lima, Peru), but alas she and my aunt used it as a secret code the children couldn’t understand, and Kier has been invaluable to fill in those lacunae, as well as being a fine editor (and promising writer) in her own right. 
 
    
      
 
    
    To Markus Baur, for help with the German language and as a first reader. 
 
    
      
 
    
    To Dave Drake, for help with the Latin bits and a deep knowledge of firearms acquired in several different ways. Also collaborating with him taught me how to outline. 
 
    
      
 
    
    To Alyx Dellamonica, for advice, native-guide work, and just generally being cool. Her wife Kelly Robson is cool too and an extremely talented writer now winning implausible numbers of awards. An asteroid would have to strike Toronto to seriously dent the awesomeness of this pair. Fortunately, writing is one of those fields where you have colleagues, not competitors. 
 
    
      
 
    
    To Laura Frankos Turtledove, for the loan of her great-granddad Ronald, shipyard carpenter and member of the Caledonian Club in San Francisco. 
 
    
      
 
    
    To my first readers; Steve Brady, Pete Sartucci, Ara Sedaka, Jade Cheung, Moe Lane, and Markus Baur. Scott Palter, a longtime and valued friend, unfortunately died before he could participate in this one—he’ll be missed. 
 
    
      
 
    
    To Patricia Finney (aka P.F. Chisholm), for friendship and her own wonderful books, starting with A Shadow of Gulls (which she wrote when she was in her teens, at which point I was still doing Edgar Rice Burroughs pastiche fanfic) and going on from there. One of the best historical novelists of our generation! 
 
    
      
 
    
    And to Joe’s Diner (http://joesdining.com/)and Ecco Gelato & Expresso (http://www.eccogelato.com/) here in Santa Fe, for putting up with my interminable presence and my habit of making faces and muttering dialogue as I write. May they survive the apocalypse and flourish once more. 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
FHE AETERMATH
OF ANALTERNATE
WORLD.WAR |

Py —
0 - s

O\

U






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





