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Synopsis

Embroidery artist Mei Lin Chen discovers beauty and danger woven together when her students begin dying after completing patterns from a vintage 1920s needlework book. Each intricate design conceals coded messages about Chinese Paper Sons immigration fraud—forged documents that built one prominent family’s American dream. As a Senate campaign brings unwanted scrutiny, someone is systematically eliminating anyone who might stitch together the truth. Mei must decode the deadly patterns, protect her surviving students, and uncover which family secret is worth killing for before she becomes the final victim. Can she untangle seventy years of hidden history before the last thread is cut?







Prologue

The auction house smelled of old paper and forgotten lives.

Mei Lin Chen stood in the back of the room, her fingers worrying the jade pendant at her throat—her grandmother’s pendant, warm against her skin despite the November chill seeping through the warehouse windows. The stone had grown smooth under decades of anxious fingers, first Po Po’s, now hers. A legacy of worry worn into mineral.

She’d come for the textiles, as she always did. Estate sales were treasure hunts, and this one promised embroidery samplers from a 1920s Chinatown seamstress. The preview catalog had been sparse on details, but that single line—“Lot 47: Vintage needlework materials, Asian influence”—had been enough to draw her out on a Saturday morning when she should have been preparing for next week’s classes.

The warehouse was cavernous, its high ceiling crossed with exposed beams and fluorescent lights that flickered occasionally, threatening darkness. Around her, dealers flipped through boxes with practiced indifference, their movements economical and precise. An antique broker in a tweed jacket examined porcelain figurines, holding each piece up to the light before setting it down with a barely audible click. A woman in an expensive camel coat photographed Victorian furniture with her phone, her manicured fingers swiping through filters.

Mei kept her attention on Lot 47, positioned on a folding table near the back wall between a box of tarnished silverware and a stack of water-stained leather suitcases.

The room had filled slowly over the past hour. She recognized some of the faces—the usual circuit of dealers and collectors who haunted Bay Area estate sales. A man who specialized in mid-century modern furniture. Two women who ran a vintage clothing boutique in the Mission. A quiet elderly couple who collected Depression glass.

None of them had given Lot 47 more than a cursory glance during the preview period.

Good.

“Next up,” the auctioneer droned, his voice carrying the particular flatness of someone who’d described too many objects, “we have a collection of vintage needlework materials. Books, patterns, some completed samples. Lot Forty-Seven. Nice piece for crafters, decorators, that sort of thing.”

She’d previewed the lot that morning—found it tucked between boxes of Depression-era dishes and water-stained photograph albums. The book had caught her eye immediately: The Golden Needle: Instructions for Ladies of Refinement, published in San Francisco, 1923. The cover was silk brocade, faded to a soft coral, with hand-stitched chrysanthemums that spoke of patient hours and careful hands. Real silk, not the synthetic imitations that flooded the market now. The kind that caught light differently, that moved like water under your fingertips.

Inside, someone had filled the margins with notes in Chinese. Not just notes—corrections, variations, small sketches that improved the Western patterns. Made them breathe. The handwriting was precise, controlled, the strokes executed with the same discipline as the embroidery itself. Whoever had owned this book had been trained properly, classically.

Mei had spent twenty minutes with the lot during preview, aware of time ticking away, aware of other bidders circulating. She’d photographed a few pages with her phone, but the lighting had been poor, and she’d wanted to examine the book more carefully before committing. The loose patterns included in the lot were standard Victorian florals, nothing exceptional. But the book itself—the book was different.

“Do I hear twenty dollars?”

Mei’s hand went up before she’d decided to move it. The gesture felt automatic, muscle memory from two years of auction attendance.

A paddle rose across the room—an interior designer she recognized from previous sales. The woman had a boutique in Noe Valley and favored shabby chic aesthetics. Mei had lost a lot of vintage lace to her six months ago.

“Twenty-five.”

“Thirty,” Mei said, keeping her voice level.

The designer glanced back, assessing. Probably wondering if the lot was worth the competition, whether Mei knew something she’d missed during preview. The woman’s eyes narrowed slightly—calculation, not hostility. Just business.

Mei kept her face neutral, the way Po Po had taught her. Never show what you want. They’ll make you pay for desire. One of her grandmother’s many lessons in the economics of survival, delivered over dim sum or during long bus rides to Chinatown.

“Thirty-five.”

“Fifty.”

The jump was deliberate—large enough to signal commitment, to suggest this wasn’t casual interest. Mei felt her pulse quicken but kept her breathing steady. Fifty was near her limit. She’d budgeted seventy-five for the entire sale, and there were two other lots she’d marked as possibilities.

The designer’s paddle stayed down. A moment passed. Two.

“Fifty dollars, going once…” The auctioneer’s gavel hovered. “Going twice…”

Mei forced herself not to hold her breath. Not to show relief too early.

The gavel cracked against wood. “Sold to bidder forty-two.”

Air left her lungs in a slow, controlled exhale. She hadn’t realized how tense her shoulders had become.

Around her, the auction continued. A set of vintage kitchen canisters. A box of costume jewelry. The rhythm of commerce flowing past her like water around a stone.

Mei stayed for three more lots—long enough that leaving immediately wouldn’t seem suspicious, wouldn’t mark the book as particularly valuable—then made her way to the checkout table.

The table was staffed by a tired woman with reading glasses on a chain and a cardigan that had seen better decades. She barely glanced at the book as she wrapped it in brown paper, her movements efficient and disinterested. “That’ll be fifty dollars plus buyer’s premium. Comes to fifty-seven fifty with tax.”

Mei counted out three twenties. The bills were crisp, fresh from the ATM that morning. She’d budgeted carefully—rent was due in a week, and winter meant fewer tourists buying embroidered silk scarves at the Saturday market. Her teaching income was steady but modest. Every purchase had to be justified, had to earn its keep somehow.

The woman made change, sliding coins across the table with one hand while stamping paperwork with the other. The mechanical precision of repetition. “Need a bag?”

“I’m fine, thank you.”

Outside, fog crept between the warehouses south of Market Street. The air tasted of salt and diesel, the particular flavor of San Francisco’s industrial zones. Moisture hung suspended, not quite rain, making haloes around the streetlights even though it was barely noon. Mei tucked the box under her arm and walked toward the bus stop, past graffitied loading docks and a taco truck wreathed in steam, its generator humming.

A homeless man slept in a doorway, his shopping cart piled with blankets and mysterious bundles. A group of cyclists rolled past, their wheels hissing on wet pavement. Somewhere a car alarm wailed, stopped, started again.

She should wait until she got home.

The thought arrived with certainty, with Po Po’s voice behind it. Patience is free. Haste costs you.

Mei made it half a block before stopping under a streetlight to unwrap the book again.

Her fingers fumbled with the brown paper, suddenly clumsy. The string came loose easily, and Mei peeled back the wrapping like she was opening something precious, something that might break.

The brocade cover felt substantial in her hands, the kind of weight that came from quality materials and serious intent. Real silk had heft to it, density. She opened the book carefully, hearing the binding crack—old glue giving way after decades—but the pages remained intact. Gilt edges, only slightly tarnished. The paper itself was thick, textured. Pre-war quality, before everything became mass-produced and cheap.

The first pattern showed a simple border of roses and vines. Victorian, conventional. The kind of design that appeared in hundreds of ladies’ magazines from the period. But in the margin, in careful brushstrokes that had faded to sepia, someone had drawn a different vine—one that curved and spiraled like the ones Po Po used to embroider on silk slippers. Below it, instructions in Chinese, the characters small and precise: Use Peking knot here for texture. Three wraps, pull tight.

Mei’s throat tightened.

She knew that handwriting. Not literally, not specifically, but she knew the discipline behind it. The old style, the classical formation of strokes. The same way Po Po had written, when she bothered to write Chinese at all instead of her careful, stilted English.

Her grandmother had died six years ago. Long enough that Mei sometimes went whole days without remembering, without feeling the absence like a missing tooth her tongue kept finding. Then something would surface—the smell of star anise, a particular shade of red thread, the sound of Cantonese spoken in a certain cadence—and the grief would arrive fresh and sharp, cutting through whatever moment she’d been inhabiting.

Po Po had tried to teach her embroidery when Mei was young. Patient demonstrations at the kitchen table, the lamp making shadows dance on the wall, her grandmother’s hands moving with impossible precision while Mei’s fumbled and tangled. But Mei had been impatient, more interested in soccer practice and school plays, in being American in the way her classmates were American. Too American, Po Po used to say, shaking her head with something that might have been disappointment or might have been fear. You forget where you come from.

Not forgotten. Avoided.

The distinction mattered, though Mei had only understood that later.

Only after Po Po died had Mei picked up a needle again, trying to stitch her way back to something she’d let slip away. Trying to find her grandmother in the movement of thread through silk, in the patient building of pattern and color. She’d apprenticed with an elderly woman in Chinatown who specialized in traditional techniques—Mrs. Wu, who spoke almost no English and taught through demonstration, through the correction of Mei’s clumsy attempts. Learned the proper way to hold silk taut in an embroidery frame, how to blend colors so subtly the eye couldn’t track the transition, how to build texture through the layering of stitches.

Built a small business teaching others, mostly white women from Pacific Heights who romanticized “exotic” handwork, who wanted to learn “authentic” techniques they could mention at dinner parties.

The irony wasn’t lost on her. Neither was the money. Survival required compromise. Po Po would have understood that.

A bus rumbled past, its lit windows full of tired faces staring at phones or into middle distance. The number 14, heading toward the Mission.

Mei turned the page.

The next pattern showed a peacock, all flowing tail feathers and ornate detail. The kind of design that would have taken weeks to complete, hundreds of hours of patient work. The margins here were dense with notations—different stitch techniques, thread color combinations, small sketches that demonstrated how to create the illusion of depth and movement. Whoever had owned this book had been a master. Someone who understood not just how to follow patterns, but how to transform them, how to take Western designs and infuse them with Eastern techniques.

She flipped through slowly, mindful of the fragile pages. Butterflies. Cherry blossoms. A crane in flight, its wings spread across two pages. Each pattern annotated, corrected, improved.

Then, near the back, something different.

The printed pattern showed a generic Chinese landscape—pagoda, mountains, stylized clouds rendered in that peculiar Western approximation of Asian aesthetics. Tourist art, the kind sold to white ladies who wanted Oriental touches for their parlors, who confused China and Japan and thought it didn’t matter. But the marginal notes were extensive here, almost frantic. Whole sections crossed out and redrawn. The Chinese characters were smaller, more cramped, as if the writer had been trying to fit more information into limited space.

And underneath the printed pattern, so faint she almost missed it: a different design, sketched in pencil. A series of symbols arranged in vertical columns. They looked almost like characters, but the strokes were wrong. Deliberately wrong.

Mei squinted in the streetlight’s glare, angling the page to catch more light.

Not symbols. Numbers.

She traced one with her fingertip, recognition sparking slowly, then all at once. Birth dates, maybe. Or identification numbers. The kind used on immigration documents, on the exclusion-era paperwork that determined who could stay and who had to leave.

Her pulse quickened, a physical sensation of something clicking into place.

Paper Sons. Po Po had talked about them sometimes, late at night when she thought Mei was asleep but Mei was actually listening from her bedroom, ear pressed to the gap under the door. The immigration fraud that had saved thousands of Chinese families after the 1906 earthquake destroyed San Francisco’s records. Men claimed false relationships—said they were sons of American-born Chinese citizens who’d lost their papers in the fires. Created whole fictional family trees, elaborate constructed genealogies to bypass the Chinese Exclusion Act.

Coaching books that taught them the details of lives they’d never lived. Villages they’d never seen. Families they’d never met.

Po Po’s voice in memory: Everyone did what they had to do. Survival isn’t always honest.

Mei had asked questions once, when she was twelve and studying immigration in school. Brought home worksheets about Ellis Island and asked why there weren’t stories about Chinese immigrants in her textbook. Po Po had gone quiet, her face closing like a door. Later, Mei’s mother had warned her: Don’t pry. Some things stay buried. You understand?

But here was a pattern that might be a code. And notes that suggested someone had embedded information in embroidery designs—hidden in plain sight, worked into decorative art that white customs officials would never examine closely. Who would suspect a needlework book? Who would look for secrets in roses and peacocks?

The fog thickened, turning the streetlights into smudged halos. Moisture collected on Mei’s hair, her jacket. The cold was seeping through her shoes now, her feet going numb.

She closed the book carefully, wrapping it again in its brown paper.

She should go home. Her studio apartment in the Outer Sunset would be cold—the landlord was stingy with heat—but at least it would be dry. And she had a class to teach tomorrow, Sunday afternoon. Six students working on a silk chrysanthemum design she’d adapted from a Qing dynasty pattern. Mrs. Patterson always arrived early, eager to discuss her progress, to show off the stitches she’d practiced during the week. Dr. Reyes had questions about thread tension, about achieving even coverage. And Lily Zhang, her youngest student at nineteen, was finally getting the hang of the satin stitch after weeks of frustrated practice, after nearly quitting twice.

Tomorrow. She’d look at the book properly tomorrow, spread it out in good light, photograph everything systematically.

But as the bus carried her through fog-wrapped streets toward home, Mei couldn’t stop thinking about those penciled numbers. About someone—probably a woman, given the embroidery, given the domestic camouflage—who’d encoded information so carefully, so secretly. Who’d understood that women’s work was invisible work, beneath notice, safe.

About what they’d been trying to preserve, or hide.

The apartment was dark and cold when she finally got home, still smelling faintly of the sesame oil she’d used cooking noodles last night. Mei turned on the space heater, its orange coils beginning to glow. Made tea she didn’t drink, the mug growing cold on the counter. Spread the book open on her kitchen table under the overhead light, its LED brightness harsh and clinical.

She photographed each page with her phone, zooming in on the marginal notes. The penciled numbers under the landscape pattern. There were more than she’d noticed on the street—whole sequences hidden in the sketch’s negative space, tucked between mountains and clouds where casual glance would never find them.

Four pages contained these hidden notations. Four different landscape patterns, all with the same kind of barely-visible additions. Numbers in columns. Dates, maybe. Or codes.

Mei pulled out her laptop and opened a translation app, typing in the Chinese notations character by character. The translations were mostly technical—stitch instructions, thread specifications, notes about tension and coverage. But occasionally a phrase stood out, strange and suggestive: For the merchant’s daughter. Or: Remember the third son. Or, most cryptically: The names are not the names.

She sat back, rubbing her eyes. The kitchen light was too bright, making her skull ache.

This was probably nothing. A curiosity, an interesting historical footnote. The numbers could mean anything—inventory codes, order numbers, completely innocent records of silk shipments or thread purchases.

Except.

Except they were hidden. Deliberately obscured, embedded in patterns that would travel from hand to hand, house to house, carried by women whose needlework would be admired but never examined for meaning. Women’s work. Decorative. Harmless.

Outside, fog pressed against the window like an animal wanting in. The city had gone quiet in that particular way it did late on Saturday nights—the pre-midnight lull before the bars closed and the streets filled again.

Mei thought about her grandmother’s stories, the ones Po Po told and the ones she didn’t. About her great-grandfather who’d come to San Francisco in 1919, whose papers had somehow survived when so many others’ hadn’t. About the family photos Po Po kept in a lacquered box, images of people Mei had never met, their names spoken in whispers if spoken at all. Men in formal Chinese dress. Women with bound feet. Children staring at the camera with serious faces.

About the way Po Po had looked when Mei asked too many questions—frightened, or something deeper than fear. Shame, maybe. Or the kind of guilty knowledge that erodes you from inside, that you carry like a stone in your chest.

You forget where you come from.

No, Po Po. I never knew where I came from. You made sure of that. You and Mom both, with your silences and deflections.

Mei closed the laptop with more force than necessary.

She should sleep. Tomorrow would be busy—Sunday class in the afternoon, three hours of patient instruction and encouragement. Then inventory at the bead shop where she worked part-time, counting tiny glass seed beads until her eyes crossed. Then home to work on the custom commission for the Pacific Heights client who wanted a silk wall hanging of peonies, who’d paid half up front and expected delivery before Thanksgiving.

But she pulled the book closer instead, studying the hidden numbers by the light of her kitchen lamp, tracing them with her finger until she had them memorized.

Somewhere in this pattern was a story. Someone’s truth, carefully preserved in thread and paper and silence. Someone who’d understood that history was what you could hide, what you could smuggle past authorities who wanted you erased.

And Mei had always been good at finding patterns. At seeing the structure underneath apparent chaos. It was what made her a good teacher, what made her embroidery sell.

Outside, San Francisco settled into its evening rhythms—fog rolling through empty streets, the distant moan of a ship’s horn from the bay, the city dreaming in layers of history and forgetting. In a hundred buildings, thousands of buildings, people were closing their doors, turning off their lights, letting the day slip away into the dark. Letting the past stay past.

In her apartment in the Outer Sunset, Mei Lin Chen bent over a ninety-year-old embroidery book and began to unpick its secrets, one careful thread at a time.

She didn’t know, couldn’t know, that three people would die because of what she was starting to uncover.

Didn’t know that by morning, one of her students would be dead—the first stitch in a pattern of murder that would unravel everything Mei thought she knew about her family, her community, and the price of belonging.

Didn’t know that the book in her hands was itself a kind of grave, preserving names that were supposed to stay buried.

The book lay open on her table, its silk cover soft as a whisper, soft as breath.

The pattern waited, patient as the dead, patient as secrets.

And Mei, her grandmother’s jade pendant warm against her skin—warmer now, almost hot—traced the hidden numbers with her finger and felt the past reach forward to claim her, felt it wrap around her throat like silk thread, beautiful and suffocating.

Outside, the fog thickened. Inside, the space heater hummed. And somewhere in the margins of a 1923 needlework book, the dead waited to be found.




Chapter 1

Rain drummed against the studio windows, turning Grant Avenue into a watercolor blur of neon and umbrellas.

Mei Lin arrived early, as she always did on teaching days. Six-thirty in the morning, the sky still dark, the streets mostly empty except for delivery trucks and the occasional bleary-eyed worker heading to an early shift. A street sweeper had rumbled past as she locked her car, its brushes scraping against pavement, pushing yesterday’s debris toward the gutters. She liked these quiet hours before the city woke—liked having the studio to herself, the space settled and waiting, still holding the silence of night.

The building was old, three stories of brick and character wedged between a dim sum restaurant and a store selling imported teas. Mei could smell steamed buns already, the kitchen below firing up for the breakfast rush. Her studio occupied the second floor: two rooms with hardwood floors worn smooth by a century of feet, the boards creaking in familiar patterns she’d learned to read. Tall windows that let in good northern light when there was light to let in. Exposed pipes painted white because she couldn’t afford to hide them properly, snaking across the ceiling like veins.

Home. More than her apartment had ever been. More than anywhere since Po Po’s house in the Sunset, with its smell of incense and camphor and the particular mustiness of old silk stored in cedar chests.

She flipped the switches by the door. Track lights buzzed to life, illuminating the worktables arranged in a loose circle, each station set with an embroidery hoop, a foam pad studded with needles in graduated sizes, spools of thread organized by color in the rainbow spectrum she’d settled on after trying a dozen different systems. On the walls hung finished pieces—some hers, most from students. A silk panel of cherry blossoms that had taken three months to complete. A small portrait worked in French knots so fine they looked like paint when you stood back, though up close you could see every tiny loop. A dragon in crimson and gold that seemed to move in the changing light, its scales catching and releasing brilliance.

Mei filled the electric kettle in the back room that served as kitchen, storage, and break area. While water heated, she pulled her coat tighter against the morning chill. The radiator clanked and hissed but wouldn’t really warm the space for another hour. The landlord was supposed to have fixed the ancient heating system two winters ago, but “supposed to” didn’t count for much when you were renting month-to-month in a building that probably violated a dozen safety codes.

She’d barely slept. Three hours, maybe four, in broken stretches interrupted by dreams of numbers and thread and Po Po’s voice saying something Mei couldn’t quite hear.

The book from the auction house lay in her bag, wrapped in a silk scarf for protection. All night she’d studied those hidden numbers, trying to decode patterns that might not even exist. Cross-referencing them with dates she found online, immigration records from Angel Island that had been digitized by the historical society. Maybe she was seeing connections where there were none. Maybe exhaustion was making her paranoid, making her find conspiracies in what was probably just random notations from a long-dead seamstress.

But the numbers haunted her. The way they nestled in the sketches, almost invisible unless you held the page at exactly the right angle. The care someone had taken to hide them, to embed them in decorative elements that would never be examined for content.

The kettle clicked off with a sharp snap. Mei made tea—jasmine, because Po Po had always said it helped clear the mind and settle anxious spirits—and carried the cup to her own worktable by the window. Outside, rain streaked the glass in diagonal lines, driven by wind from the bay. Grant Avenue’s neon signs reflected in the puddles: red, blue, green, the colors bleeding together like watercolors on wet paper. A few early pedestrians hurried past, hunched under umbrellas, faces hidden.

She pulled out the book, unwrapping it with the reverence it demanded.

In daylight—or what passed for daylight in San Francisco’s November gloom—the pages looked more fragile. The silk cover had a water stain she hadn’t noticed yesterday, a pale bloom spreading from one corner. Some of the gilt edging flaked away when she opened it too quickly, tiny gold flecks drifting to the table. Careful. She needed to be more careful. This was someone’s legacy, someone’s secret history. It deserved to be handled with respect.

The first pattern with hidden numbers showed a mountain landscape. Traditional composition: peaks in the background rendered in careful hatching, a pagoda tucked among pine trees, a small bridge arching over a stylized stream. The kind of scene that decorated folding screens and silk fans, familiar enough to be invisible. Background noise in the visual language of “Oriental” aesthetics.

But the penciled additions changed everything.

Mei pulled out her phone and opened the photos she’d taken last night in her kitchen’s harsh LED light. Zoomed in on the numbers until they pixelated, then backed off until they resolved. They were arranged in vertical columns, right to left, the way Chinese text traditionally flowed. But the digits themselves were Western—1, 6, 8, 9—not Chinese characters. A hybrid system, East and West married in secret code.

Dates. They had to be dates. What else made sense?

She grabbed a notebook—one of the graph-paper ones she used for planning embroidery designs—and started transcribing: 16.8.1919. 23.3.1920. 4.11.1921. 30.6.1922.

European date format, day before month. Which made sense if these were immigration documents—Ellis Island had used that system, and Angel Island probably followed the same convention. She’d have to verify, but the pattern fit.

Her pulse quickened, that physical rush of discovery, of puzzle pieces sliding into place.

If these were arrival dates, then the other numbers might be identification codes. Or ages. Or family groupings. The columns could represent different information categories: date, ID number, claimed relationship, actual relationship. A whole database of Paper Son fraud encoded in embroidery patterns.

“Good morning!”

Mei jumped, nearly knocking over her tea. The cup tilted, jasmine-scented liquid sloshing toward the rim before she caught it.

Mrs. Patricia Patterson stood in the doorway, shaking rain from a floral umbrella—pink peonies on cream, cheerful and expensive. She was seventy-two, white-haired, dressed in a carefully coordinated outfit of lavender cashmere and cream wool that probably cost more than Mei’s monthly rent. Pearl earrings. A silk scarf at her throat. One of her first students, back when Mei had started teaching three years ago, when she’d been terrified no one would come and she’d have to give up the studio lease. Reliable, enthusiastic, and always, always early.

“Sorry, dear. Didn’t mean to startle you.” Mrs. Patterson propped the umbrella in the stand by the door—a brass thing Mei had found at a flea market—and shed her raincoat with fluid movements. “You were very focused. Working on something new?”

Mei closed the book quickly, slid it into her bag, aware of how guilty the movement looked. “Just going through some vintage patterns. Found them at an estate sale.”

“How wonderful!” Mrs. Patterson settled at her usual station, the one by the east window with the good morning light. She pulled out her work-in-progress from a quilted project bag: a silk panel of chrysanthemums, gold and white on midnight blue. The flowers were half-finished, petals rendered in satin stitch that caught the light like real silk petals would. “I’ve been practicing the technique you showed me last week. The one for the center stamens?”

“The Peking knot?”

“Yes! I think I’m finally getting it.” Mrs. Patterson threaded a needle with practiced efficiency, squinting through her reading glasses. The thread went through on the first try—steady hands, no tremor. “My daughter said I should just use a magnifying lamp, but I’m not that old yet.”

Mei smiled despite her distraction. “You’re doing beautiful work. The color graduation on those petals is perfect. See how you’ve got the highlights on the petal edges? That’s exactly right.”

“Well, I have a patient teacher.” Mrs. Patterson bent over her hoop, tongue between her teeth in concentration, the same expression Mei had seen on children learning to write their names.

The studio door opened again, bringing a gust of wet air and the smell of rain on concrete. Dr. Elena Reyes, psychiatrist, forty-something, with the kind of understated elegance that came from actually having money rather than performing it. She wore simple, expensive things—today a charcoal sweater and dark jeans that probably cost three hundred dollars and were designed to look like they cost thirty. She taught at UCSF and took Mei’s classes as stress relief, a break from listening to other people’s problems.

Behind her came Lily Zhang, twenty-three, recent Berkeley graduate, who’d started lessons six months ago because her grandmother had been a seamstress and Lily wanted to connect with that history. She had purple streaks in her black hair today—fresh dye, still vibrant—and wore an oversized sweater that declared SMASH THE PATRIARCHY in friendly pink letters.

“Miserable morning,” Dr. Reyes said, shedding a wet jacket. Water dripped onto the floor, making dark spots on the old wood. “I nearly called in sick just to avoid the commute. Highway 101 is a disaster.”

“But then you’d miss the exciting conclusion of my battle with French knots,” Lily said, dumping her backpack on her usual table with a thud. “Week seven: Lily versus the knots. The knots are winning.”

“You’re getting better,” Mei said, grateful for the distraction from her own thoughts. “Last week you only stabbed yourself twice.”

“Progress!” Lily grinned and started unpacking her supplies—a messy jumble of threads, scissors, half-finished projects. Organization was not her strength.

Two more students arrived in quick succession: Jennifer Kim, a software engineer in her thirties who never talked much but produced meticulous work, her embroidery as clean and logical as code. And Robert Chen, a retired accountant who’d taken up embroidery after his wife died two years ago and approached it with the same attention to detail he’d once applied to tax returns.

Six students. Her Tuesday morning group. Mei knew their skill levels, their quirks, their reasons for being here. Mrs. Patterson wanted to master traditional techniques before her hands got too arthritic. Dr. Reyes needed an activity that wasn’t about other people’s problems, something that engaged her hands instead of her professional empathy. Lily was searching for cultural connection, trying to stitch her way back to a grandmother she’d barely known. Jennifer treated embroidery like code—patterns to debug and optimize. And Robert—Robert was trying to stitch his way through grief, one careful stitch at a time.

This was her community. Small, maybe. But real. These people showed up, week after week, and trusted her to teach them something that mattered.

“Okay,” Mei said, moving to the center of the circle. The wooden floor creaked under her feet. “Today we’re going to work on texture. You’ve all been focusing on getting stitches even and precise, which is important. That’s the foundation. But sometimes you want variation—you want the eye to see different surfaces. Rough and smooth, matte and glossy. That’s what makes embroidery look alive instead of flat.”

She held up a sample piece she’d worked on last week: a simple rose with petals that seemed to have depth and dimension, shadows and highlights worked in thread rather than paint.

“How do you get that effect?” Mrs. Patterson asked, leaning forward with genuine interest.

“Different techniques layered together. Satin stitch for the smooth petals—that’s your base layer. Seed stitch for the center, very dense. And then—” Mei pointed to the shadows, the places where the petals curved away from light, “—you go back over with a single strand of darker thread. Long and short stitch, very loose. It creates texture without destroying the base layer. Like transparent color on top of opaque.”

“Like glazing in painting,” Dr. Reyes said, nodding.

“Exactly.” Mei distributed handouts showing the technique in detail, diagrams she’d drawn by hand because they were clearer than anything she could find online. “Work on your current projects, but experiment with adding texture to one small section. Just one. Don’t commit to the whole piece until you see how it looks. I’ll come around and help individually.”

The room settled into focused quiet, the kind of comfortable silence that came from people absorbed in work they cared about. Rain on the windows, steady now, a white noise backdrop. The soft sound of thread pulling through fabric, needles piercing taut silk. Occasional murmured questions.

Mei made her rounds slowly, giving each student the attention they needed.

Mrs. Patterson’s chrysanthemums were coming along beautifully, though she had a tendency to pull her stitches too tight, making the fabric pucker slightly. “Relax your grip,” Mei said gently. “Let the thread settle naturally. You’re fighting it a little.”

“I always do that. My mother used to say I tried too hard at everything.” Mrs. Patterson loosened her tension, tried again. Better.

Dr. Reyes had remarkable color sense—her gradient work was intuitive and sophisticated—but she got impatient with repetitive work. “I know it needs fifty more French knots,” she said, gesturing at her piece. “But my brain is screaming ‘you’ve already done thirty, that’s enough.’”

“That’s the meditation part,” Mei said. “Making peace with repetition. It’s good for people who think too much.”

“Are you calling me neurotic?”

“I’m calling you someone whose job requires constant analysis. This is the antidote.”

Dr. Reyes laughed. “Fair enough.”

Lily’s French knots were improving, slowly but visibly. Each one a little tighter, a little more consistent. “I’m getting it,” she said, sounding surprised. “I’m actually getting it.”

“You are. Your hands are starting to remember.”

Jennifer’s geometric design was mathematically perfect but lacked spontaneity—every stitch placed with digital precision. “It’s beautiful,” Mei said, “but maybe try working without marking the guidelines first. Let it be a little free.”

Jennifer looked horrified. “But then it won’t be symmetrical.”

“Exactly.”

Robert’s memorial piece for his wife—a landscape of the park where they’d met forty years ago—was almost painfully precise. Every tree carefully rendered, every blade of grass individually stitched.

“You’re allowed to make mistakes,” Mei told him gently. “Imperfection can be beautiful.”

Robert’s hands stilled on his work. He stared at the embroidery like it might contain answers. “Mary always said I was too fussy.” His voice caught, roughened. “Said I needed to learn to let things be messy. Said life was messy and I should make peace with that.”

“She sounds wise.”

“She was.” He went back to his stitching, and Mei pretended not to notice him wiping his eyes with the back of one hand.

By eight-thirty the rain had softened to mist and the studio had warmed enough that people shed their extra layers—scarves draped over chair backs, cardigans hung on hooks. Mei made more tea, filling mugs for anyone who wanted it. Mrs. Patterson produced a tin of shortbread cookies from her bag—“I can’t help myself, dear, I bake when I’m anxious”—and the atmosphere shifted from workshop to gathering. This was the part Mei loved most: the casual conversation, the sense of people sharing space and time, building something that existed outside the embroidery itself.

“Did you see they’re finally fixing the potholes on Stockton?” Jennifer said, not looking up from her work. “Only took them six months.”

“I give it two weeks before new ones appear,” Dr. Reyes said, accepting a cookie. “The infrastructure in this city is held together with hope and bubble gum.”

Lily laughed, her purple-streaked hair falling across her face. “My roommate’s car got stuck in one last week. Literally stuck, like the wheel dropped into a crater. We had to call a tow truck at midnight. Driver said it was the third one that day on that block.”

“When I was young,” Mrs. Patterson said, her needle flashing in the light, “the streets were all cable cars and we didn’t complain about potholes.”

“When you were young,” Dr. Reyes said with obvious affection, “the streets were probably made of gold and uphill both ways.”

“Well. Yes. Exactly.” Mrs. Patterson smiled, playing along with the teasing.

Mei let the conversation wash over her, half-listening while she worked on her own project—the commission for a Pacific Heights client who wanted a silk wall hanging of peonies. The flowers needed to be lush, romantic, the kind of art that said expensive good taste to dinner party guests. It was fine work. Well-paid. And utterly without soul. The kind of project that paid her rent but left her feeling empty.

She kept thinking about the book in her bag.

About those hidden numbers, those careful annotations. Someone had embedded information in embroidery patterns and published them in a book for white ladies learning “Oriental” needlework. Hiding in plain sight. Using the invisibility of women’s craft to preserve something dangerous, something that had to be kept secret from authorities.

What kind of courage did that take? What kind of desperation?

“Mei? You’re frowning.”

She looked up. Dr. Reyes was watching her with professional assessment, the look she probably gave patients when they were hiding something.

“Just concentrating,” Mei said.

“You look like you didn’t sleep. Dark circles, and you’re holding your shoulders like they hurt.”

“I’m fine.”

Dr. Reyes raised an eyebrow but didn’t push. One of her better qualities: she knew when to let things go, when pushing would only make someone retreat further.

The morning class ended at ten. Students packed up their projects, carefully wrapping work-in-progress in tissue paper or cloth bags. Made plans for next week. Jennifer had to miss—work deadline—but would make up with a Friday session. Lily wanted to know if Mei had any books about Chinese embroidery history. “Just trying to learn where this all comes from, you know?”

“I’ll put together a reading list,” Mei said.

They filtered out into the damp morning, voices fading down the stairwell. Mrs. Patterson lingered, as she often did, straightening her supplies with unnecessary precision.

“That book you were looking at earlier,” she said casually, too casually. “The vintage patterns. May I see?”

Mei hesitated. Something in Mrs. Patterson’s tone made warning bells ring faintly. “It’s pretty fragile.”

“I’ll be careful. I used to work in a museum, you know. Before I retired. Archives and preservation. I know how to handle old textiles.”

There was no polite way to refuse without seeming suspicious. Mei pulled out the book, unwrapped it from its silk covering with reluctant hands. Mrs. Patterson’s eyes lit up—genuine interest or something else?

“Oh, this is lovely. 1920s, you said?”

“1923.”

“The brocade cover is exquisite. Real silk, hand-stitched. You don’t see this quality anymore.” Mrs. Patterson opened it gently, turning pages with the practiced care of someone who’d spent years with archives. Her fingers moved with automatic reverence. “And look at these marginal notes. Someone really used this book. Really worked with it.”

“Yes.”

Mrs. Patterson paused on the page with the landscape pattern. The one with hidden numbers. Mei’s chest tightened, her breath catching.

“Interesting,” Mrs. Patterson murmured. She tilted the page toward the light, catching the window’s gray illumination. Squinted. Adjusted her reading glasses. “Is that—are those numbers? Penciled underneath?”

“I think so. I’m not sure what they mean.”

“Hmm.” Mrs. Patterson studied the page for a long moment. Too long. Her expression shifted, something moving behind her eyes. When she looked up, her face was troubled. Or calculating. Mei couldn’t tell which. “You know, dear, I have a friend who specializes in historical documents. Chinese American history, immigration records, that sort of thing. UC Berkeley professor. Would you like me to ask him about this?”

Everything in Mei went still. Her pulse hammered in her ears.

“That’s okay,” she said carefully, keeping her voice neutral. “It’s probably nothing important.”

“But it might be something fascinating. Historical artifacts like this—they can tell us so much about how people lived, what they valued. What they had to hide.”

That last phrase hung in the air.

“I appreciate the offer, but I’d like to research it myself first.” Mei reached for the book.

Mrs. Patterson held onto it for a moment—just a moment—before releasing it. She closed it first, carefully, then handed it back with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Of course. Of course. I just thought—well, if you change your mind, let me know. My friend would be delighted to see something like this.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Mrs. Patterson gathered her things with the same careful precision she brought to everything. Folded her project into its protective bag. Pulled on her raincoat, buttoned it methodically. At the door she paused, one hand on the frame.

“Be careful with old secrets, Mei. Sometimes they’re buried for good reasons.”

Then she was gone, umbrella unfurling into the mist, her footsteps descending the stairs with measured tread until they faded into street noise.

Mei stood in the empty studio, the book heavy in her hands, heavier than its physical weight could account for.

The radiator clanked and hissed, fighting the November cold. Outside, the city hummed with midmorning traffic—car horns, bus brakes, the eternal background noise of San Francisco. And somewhere in the building below, a phone was ringing, on and on and on, unanswered.

Her own phone buzzed against her thigh. Text message from an unknown number.

Mei pulled it out, her hands suddenly cold.

We need to talk about the book. Don’t trust anyone. —L

Her throat closed. She read the message again, willing it to say something different.

She checked the door—locked. Checked the windows—foggy but empty, just the gray morning and distant buildings. She was alone. But the text stared up at her from the screen, and her pulse hammered in her throat, her wrists, behind her eyes.

Who was L? How did they know about the book? She’d bought it yesterday. Barely twenty-four hours. She hadn’t told anyone except—

Except she’d had it out this morning. In front of six students.

Mrs. Patterson had seen it. Had asked to look at it. Had noticed the hidden numbers.

Unless someone had been watching before that. At the auction house. Following her home.

Unless the book was more dangerous than she’d realized.

Mei wrapped it carefully in the silk scarf, her fingers clumsy with adrenaline. Tucked it deep into her bag, under her wallet and water bottle and teaching supplies. Her next class wasn’t until two. She should eat lunch, should work on the peony commission, should do any number of normal, ordinary things.

Instead she found herself at her laptop, pulling up search engines. Typing queries: Angel Island immigration records. Paper Sons fraud. Chinese Exclusion Act. 1906 San Francisco earthquake document destruction.

The screen glowed in the studio’s dim light. Rain had started again, harder now, drumming against the glass like fingers asking to be let in. Like the past demanding entry.

She found articles about the Paper Son system—how Chinese immigrants had created elaborate fictional genealogies to get around the Exclusion Act. How they’d memorized coaching books with details about villages they’d never seen, families they’d never met. How they’d been interrogated for hours, days, asked hundreds of questions to catch inconsistencies.

Found documentation about the women who’d stayed behind, or who’d come later. How they’d preserved information, passed messages in ways that wouldn’t be detected by white authorities. Embroidery. Recipes. Songs.

Hidden in plain sight.

And somewhere in Chinatown, in an apartment or office or hiding place Mei couldn’t imagine, someone who signed their messages “L” was watching.

Waiting.

Hoping she’d understand the warning before it was too late.

But it was already too late, though Mei didn’t know it yet. Already the pattern had been set in motion—the first stitch pulled tight, the thread running toward something dark and unavoidable. Already forces were moving that couldn’t be stopped, only survived or succumbed to.

In her apartment across the city, in a building that overlooked Golden Gate Park, Patricia Patterson stood at her window with a phone pressed to her ear. Her apartment was elegant, expensive, filled with antiques and art that spoke of old money carefully maintained.

“She has it,” she said quietly. Her voice was different now—harder, stripped of the cheerful elderly woman persona. “The book. Yes, I’m certain.”

A pause. Rain on the glass, blurring the view of trees and paths.

“No, she doesn’t understand yet. But she will. She’s smart. Smarter than she realizes.”

Another pause. Longer. Mrs. Patterson’s reflection stared back from the window, and for a moment she looked nothing like a cheerful elderly woman who baked cookies and practiced embroidery. She looked old in a different way. Worn down by years of watching her back, of keeping secrets that could destroy lives.

“I know what’s at stake. I’ve always known.” Her voice carried weight, history. “My parents made sure of that.”

Silence while the person on the other end spoke.

“Just tell me what you want me to do,” she said finally.

Then she ended the call and stood in the quiet apartment, looking out at a city full of rain and secrets and a hundred years of carefully buried truths.

On her coffee table, a half-finished embroidery hoop showed chrysanthemums in gold and white. Beautiful work. Almost flawless. The kind of piece that would win prizes at craft shows, that people would admire and compliment.

But if you looked closely—if you knew what to look for—the stitches spelled out something else entirely. A message hidden in plain sight, worked into the negative space between flowers. The way it had always been hidden, for generations.

The way it would always have to be hidden, as long as people like Mrs. Patterson had anything left to protect.

Outside, the rain fell and fell, washing the streets clean of everything except memory.

And in Chinatown, in a studio on the second floor of an old brick building, Mei Lin Chen stared at her phone and wondered who was watching, who knew, and what her grandmother’s secrets were going to cost her.




Chapter 2

Unlike the morning’s steady rain, the afternoon came with wind that rattled the studio windows and sent leaves skittering down Grant Avenue like frightened animals, scraping against wet pavement with sounds like whispered warnings.

Mei couldn’t stop looking at her phone.

We need to talk about the book. Don’t trust anyone. —L

She’d stared at those words through lunch—a bowl of wonton soup from the restaurant downstairs that she’d barely tasted, the broth growing cold while she sat at the back room’s small table. The dumplings had floated in the cooling liquid like small bodies. She’d managed three spoonfuls before giving up, her stomach too tight to accept food. Stared at the message while setting up for her afternoon class, positioning hoops and thread with automatic movements while her mind spun in circles. Stared until the letters blurred and her eyes ached and she had the message memorized in a way that felt permanent, carved into her consciousness.

Don’t trust anyone.

But Mrs. Patterson had been her student for three years. Sweet, enthusiastic Mrs. Patterson who brought cookies and asked careful questions about technique. Who remembered everyone’s birthdays and always arrived early to help set up. Who’d offered to help research the book with what seemed like genuine interest, genuine concern.

Who’d looked troubled when she saw those hidden numbers. More than troubled—frightened, though Mei hadn’t wanted to see it at the time.

Who’d warned Mei about old secrets being buried for good reasons.

Mei pulled up the text again, studied the number it came from. Local area code—415, San Francisco—but that meant nothing in an era when anyone could have any number from anywhere. She typed a response, her thumbs clumsy on the screen: Who is this? How do you know about the book?

The message sat there, undelivered. A red exclamation point appeared beside it.

Number not in service.

Of course. Of course it wasn’t.

Her two o’clock class started filtering in, bringing gusts of wind and the smell of rain: four students, all intermediate level, working on a collaborative project—a silk banner for the Chinatown Community Center’s anniversary celebration. They’d been planning it for months, sketching designs in group sessions, arguing good-naturedly about color schemes and composition. Dragons or phoenixes. Traditional motifs or something more modern. Red and gold or something unexpected.

They’d settled on a scene showing the neighborhood’s evolution: historical buildings in sepia tones transitioning to vibrant modern life. Ambitious. Beautiful. The kind of project that made Mei proud to be a teacher.

Today they seemed subdued, their usual creative energy dampened by the weather or something else.

“You okay, Mei?” asked Thomas Wu, a graphic designer in his forties who approached embroidery with the same precision he brought to his digital work. Everything measured, nothing left to chance. “You seem distracted.”

“Fine. Just tired.” The lie came automatically, smoothly.

“This weather doesn’t help.” He settled at his station, pulled out the section of banner he’d been working on—a stylized dragon in gold and red, its scales rendered in tiny French knots that must have taken hours. “Makes everything feel heavy. Like the sky’s pressing down.”

The others murmured agreement. Sarah Chen, a high school art teacher with paint-stained fingers and infinite patience. Marcus Lee, who worked in his family’s restaurant and stitched during slow afternoon hours, finding peace in the repetitive motions. And Grace Ng, quiet and methodical, who never talked about what she did for work but always paid in cash and sometimes received phone calls that made her step out into the hallway with worried expressions.

They worked in companionable silence while Mei circulated, offering suggestions that felt mechanical, disconnected from her usual engagement. But her mind kept drifting to the book in her bag. To those hidden numbers that might be birth dates or arrival dates or identification codes. To the text message from someone who knew she had it, who knew enough to warn her.

How? How could anyone know?

Unless the auction house kept records of buyers. Unless someone had been tracking the book specifically, monitoring estate sales and auctions, waiting to see who purchased it. Unless this had been happening long before yesterday morning, before Mei had even known the book existed.

The thought made her skin prickle, made the studio feel suddenly exposed. All those windows facing the street. Anyone could be watching.

“Mei?” Sarah was watching her with concern, needle paused mid-stitch. “Are you sure you’re all right? You look pale.”

“Yes. Sorry. I’m—” Her phone buzzed against her thigh, sudden and violent. Mei grabbed it, heart hammering hard enough to hurt.

Unknown number. Different from before—a 628 area code instead of 415.

Mrs. Patterson collapsed at home. Ambulance taking her to Chinese Hospital. Thought you should know. —Elena Reyes

The studio tilted. Mei gripped the edge of the nearest table, felt the wood grain press into her palm.

“I have to go,” she heard herself say from very far away. “I’m sorry. There’s an emergency.”

She was moving before they could respond, grabbing her coat and bag, her hands clumsy with adrenaline. Nearly tripped down the stairs in her haste, catching herself on the banister. Behind her, students called questions she didn’t answer, their voices fading as she hit the ground floor and burst out into the street.

Outside, wind hit her like a fist, stealing her breath.

Chinese Hospital was six blocks away. Mei ran.

Grant Avenue blurred past—tourist shops selling jade bracelets and ceramic dragons, restaurants with windows steamed from cooking, red lanterns swinging violently in the wind like pendulums marking time running out. People hunched under umbrellas, their faces hidden. Any of them could be watching. Any of them could be following.

Her lungs burned. The bag with the book slammed against her hip with every step, a reminder of weight, of responsibility she hadn’t asked for.

Don’t trust anyone.

But Mrs. Patterson was seventy-two and she’d collapsed and Mei needed to know she was okay, needed to know this wasn’t somehow connected to—

To what? A ninety-year-old embroidery book? The idea was insane. Paranoid.

Except Mrs. Patterson had seen those numbers and known what they meant. Had warned Mei with genuine fear in her eyes.

She was being paranoid. Ridiculous. Making connections that didn’t exist.

The hospital entrance appeared through the rain, glass doors sliding open with mechanical smoothness. Inside smelled like antiseptic and anxiety and the particular fear that lived in medical facilities—the knowledge that bodies failed, that health was temporary, that everyone ended up here eventually.

Mei stumbled to the reception desk, breathing hard, her wet hair plastered to her face.

“Patricia Patterson,” she gasped. “She was brought in—I got a text—ambulance—”

The receptionist, young and tired-looking with dark circles under her eyes, clicked through screens with the slow deliberation of someone who’d been doing this too long. “Are you family?”

“Student. I teach her embroidery. Please, is she—”

“Room 304. Third floor. But visiting hours don’t start until—”

Mei was already moving toward the elevators, her wet shoes squeaking on linoleum.

The elevator took forever, stopping at the second floor to let out an elderly man with a walker, his progress agonizingly slow. Mei wanted to scream. Wanted to run up the stairs instead. Forced herself to wait, to breathe, to not think about why Mrs. Patterson had collapsed less than four hours after seeing the book.

Third floor. Quiet halls, the particular hush of a place where people were trying not to die. Nurses moved with efficient purpose. Machines beeped in steady rhythms. The smell here was stronger—disinfectant and something underneath it, something organic and frightening.

Room 304 was halfway down, door partially open. Through the gap Mei could see a hospital bed, machines with blinking lights and digital displays, a figure lying still under white sheets that looked too flat, too small.

She pushed inside, her hand trembling on the door.

Mrs. Patterson looked small against the pillows, diminished in a way that had nothing to do with physical size. Her white hair was loose around her face instead of in its usual careful style, making her look vulnerable, elderly in a way she never had before. An IV ran into her arm, taped down with transparent adhesive. A monitor beeped softly, tracking her heartbeat in green peaks and valleys.

But her eyes were open. Alert.

“Mei.” Her voice was thread-thin, barely there. “You came.”

“Of course I came. What happened?” Mei moved to the bedside, automatically reaching for Mrs. Patterson’s hand.

“Dizzy spell. Nothing serious. I’m fine.” But her grip on Mei’s hand was weak, her skin papery and cold.

“You don’t look fine.”

A faint smile, more grimace than amusement. “Well. I’m old. We don’t look fine as a general rule. It’s in the contract.”

Dr. Reyes appeared in the doorway, still in her work clothes from the morning—the same charcoal sweater, now slightly rumpled. Professional mode engaged, her face composed in the expression Mei had seen her use with difficult patients. “I called her emergency contact list, but you were the only one who answered. Her daughter’s flying in from Seattle. Should be here in a few hours.”

“Thank you for letting me know.”

“Of course.” Dr. Reyes moved to check the monitors, her fingers adjusting something Mei couldn’t identify. Professional habit, the need to verify, to confirm what the machines were reporting. “They’re running tests, but it looks like her blood pressure dropped suddenly. Could be medication-related. Or dehydration. Or just age catching up with her.”

Mrs. Patterson’s hand found Mei’s with more strength this time. Her grip was surprisingly firm, urgent.

“I need to tell you something,” she whispered, her eyes darting to Dr. Reyes then back to Mei.

“You should rest—”

“No. Listen.” Mrs. Patterson’s voice carried an edge now, fear cutting through the weakness. “The book. You need to be careful. More careful than you know.”

Mei’s chest tightened. The room felt suddenly smaller. “What do you know about it?”

“More than I should. More than I wanted to.” Mrs. Patterson glanced at Dr. Reyes again, then back to Mei, making some calculation. “My mother worked in Chinatown in the twenties. She was a translator for immigration services. One of the few white women who spoke Cantonese fluently—her parents had been missionaries. She saw things. Documents. The Paper Sons fraud was everywhere, everyone knew about it.”

“I don’t understand—”

“Some people kept records. Insurance, in case they needed leverage later. Or protection. Or just documentation of what was happening.” Mrs. Patterson’s breathing quickened, making the monitor beep faster, the peaks on the screen climbing higher. “Your book—those patterns—someone encoded that information. Hid it in needlework that would be passed down through families, preserved as decorative art instead of dangerous evidence.”

“Who? Who did that?”

“I don’t know. My mother never said. Wouldn’t say, even when I asked directly.” Mrs. Patterson’s eyes were fever-bright now, urgent in a way that made Mei’s pulse race. “But she warned me—if those records ever surfaced, people would kill to keep them hidden. Descendants of Paper Sons who’d built lives on those lies. People with reputations to protect. Family names built on fraud.”

The room felt suddenly cold, the air conditioning too strong.

“Are you saying someone hurt you? Because of the book? Because you saw it this morning?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m just old and sick. Maybe it’s coincidence.” But her eyes said otherwise. Said she knew exactly what had happened and why, said she’d known the risk when she looked at those hidden numbers.

Dr. Reyes frowned at the monitor, her professional concern sharpening. “Your heart rate’s too elevated. You need to calm down. This conversation can wait.”

“I need to warn her.” Mrs. Patterson tried to sit up, failed, fell back against the pillows with a sound of frustration. “Mei, please. Get rid of it. Burn it. Destroy it before someone else gets hurt. Before they come for you next.”

The monitor’s beeping accelerated into an alarm, a high-pitched shriek that made Mei’s teeth ache.

“Out,” Dr. Reyes said sharply, pushing Mei toward the door with surprising strength. “Now. She needs to calm down and you’re making it worse.”

Mei stumbled backward as nurses rushed in, their movements efficient and urgent. The last thing she saw was Mrs. Patterson’s face, pale and frightened, her lips forming words Mei couldn’t hear over the machines’ shrieking: I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

In the hallway, Mei pressed her back against the wall, trying to breathe. Her chest felt tight, compressed. The fluorescent lights were too bright, making everything sharp-edged and unreal.

This was insane. None of this made sense. A book couldn’t be dangerous, not after ninety years. Whatever secrets it held were ancient history, relevant to no one still living.

Except.

Except Mrs. Patterson was in a hospital bed, terrified. Genuinely frightened in a way that seemed beyond paranoia or age-related confusion.

Except someone had sent that warning text, someone who knew Mei had the book less than twenty-four hours after she’d bought it.

Except the way Mrs. Patterson had reacted this morning when she saw those hidden numbers—she’d recognized them. Known what they meant. Known enough to be afraid for herself and for Mei.

Known enough that the knowledge might have nearly killed her.

Mei’s phone buzzed against her thigh. She jumped, nearly dropped it fumbling it out of her pocket.

Another unknown number, another unfamiliar area code: Coffee shop on Columbus. One hour. Come alone. —L

Her hands were shaking so hard she had to read it twice to process the words.

She should call the police. Should tell someone about the texts, the book, Mrs. Patterson’s warning. Should do anything except meet a stranger who signed their messages with a single letter.

But the police would ask questions she couldn’t answer. Would think she was paranoid or delusional or suffering from some kind of breakdown. Would probably confiscate the book as evidence of nothing, lock it away in some evidence room where its secrets would never be decoded.

And Mei needed answers. Needed to understand what she’d bought, what she’d stumbled into.

Dr. Reyes emerged from the room, stripping off latex gloves with sharp snapping sounds. Her face was professionally composed but her eyes showed strain. “She’s stable. But she needs rest. Whatever you two were discussing, it can wait until she’s stronger.”

“Is she going to be okay?”

“I think so. But she’s fragile. Her system’s been through a shock.” Dr. Reyes studied Mei with professional assessment, the look she probably gave patients when their symptoms didn’t match their stories. “You look terrible. When’s the last time you ate something substantial?”

“This morning. I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. You’re wound tight enough to snap.” She sighed, the sound carrying exhaustion and something else—concern, maybe, or professional frustration. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on between you two. But Mrs. Patterson was genuinely frightened. That’s not like her. She’s one of the most composed people I know.”

“I know.”

“So be careful. Whatever this is about.” Dr. Reyes glanced back toward the room where Mrs. Patterson lay connected to machines that kept her alive. “Some secrets should stay buried, Mei. Not everything needs to be uncovered. Sometimes the past is past for good reasons.”

The second person to tell her that today. The third if you counted the anonymous text.

Mei left the hospital in a daze, stepping out into wind that had turned vicious, aggressive. The afternoon sky was bruised purple and gray, pregnant with storm. She checked her phone: forty minutes until the meeting at the coffee shop.

She should go home. Should hide the book somewhere safe—a safety deposit box, maybe, or mail it to herself, or bury it in Golden Gate Park. Should forget this whole thing existed.

Instead she found herself walking toward Columbus Avenue, where Chinatown bled into North Beach, where the neighborhood shifted from red lanterns to Italian restaurants, from one immigrant history layered over another. The streets here showed the collision: signs in Chinese and Italian, dim sum restaurants next to trattorias, the palimpsest of San Francisco’s endless reinvention.

The coffee shop was called Stella’s, a narrow storefront wedged between a bakery displaying sfogliatelle and a vintage clothing store with mannequins in 1940s dresses. Through the fogged window Mei could see scattered tables, customers hunched over laptops, the universal language of urban coffee culture transcending neighborhood boundaries.

She went inside.

The smell hit her first—espresso and cinnamon, rain-damp coats and wool, the particular warmth of a place that existed to shelter people from weather and loneliness. Jazz played softly from hidden speakers, a saxophone solo that seemed designed to fill conversational gaps. Mei ordered tea she didn’t want from a barista with elaborate tattoos and found a table in the back corner where she could watch the door, her back to the wall.

Her bag felt heavy against her hip. The book inside it, innocent fabric and paper and thread, suddenly transformed into something else. Evidence. Danger. A weight she hadn’t asked for and didn’t know how to set down.

Fifteen minutes passed. Twenty. Mei watched the door, studying every person who entered. A couple sharing an umbrella. A businessman shaking rain from an expensive coat. A student with headphones and a backpack covered in political pins.

Maybe L wasn’t coming. Maybe this was a trap, someone keeping her busy while they—what? Broke into her apartment? Searched her studio? Threatened her students?

Mei pulled out her phone to call—who? She didn’t know who to trust. Dr. Reyes had said to be careful. Mrs. Patterson had said not to trust anyone. The anonymous text had said the same thing.

Maybe trust was a luxury she couldn’t afford anymore.

The door opened, bringing cold air and the sound of rain intensifying.

A woman entered, shaking rain from a nylon jacket. Mid-thirties, Chinese American, with short dark hair and the kind of watchful stillness that suggested she was used to paying attention, used to reading rooms and people. She scanned the coffee shop with deliberate precision, spotted Mei, and headed straight for her table without hesitation.

“You’re Mei Lin Chen.” Not a question. A confirmation of something already known.

“Are you L?”

“Lily Zhang.” She sat without invitation, choosing the chair that put her back to the wall, mirroring Mei’s position. “I was in your class this morning. Purple hair, remember? Though I’ve washed the color out now.”

Mei stared, her mind struggling to reconcile the enthusiastic student from this morning with the tense woman sitting across from her. “You’re my student.”

“I’m a journalist. Investigative, freelance.” Lily’s voice was low, urgent, nothing like the cheerful tone she’d used in class. “And you bought something very dangerous at that auction Saturday.”

“How do you know what I bought?”

“Because I’ve been tracking that book for six months.” Lily pulled out a notebook, its cover worn and water-stained, flipped it open to show pages of cramped handwriting and photocopied documents, newspaper clippings and printed articles. “It belonged to Lin Mei-Hua, a seamstress in Chinatown in the 1920s. She worked for a woman named Margaret Caldwell who ran an embroidery school for white ladies learning ‘Oriental’ crafts. Cultural appropriation before we had a name for it.”

“I don’t understand—”

“Lin Mei-Hua was the one who added the marginal notes. The improvements to the patterns, the Chinese stitch techniques.” Lily’s eyes were hard, carrying anger that seemed personal. “She was also an informant for the immigration bureau. She helped identify Paper Sons fraud. Gathered evidence, names, dates, family connections. And she hid all of it in embroidery patterns that she knew would be preserved in Caldwell’s published book.”

The coffee shop spun. Mei gripped the table edge.

“An informant,” she whispered. “She betrayed her own people.”

“A traitor, depending on your perspective. Or a survivor doing what she had to do.” Lily leaned forward, her intensity focused like a laser. “She helped deport hundreds of Chinese immigrants. Destroyed families. All in exchange for keeping her own status secure, protecting her own family. And the descendants of the people she exposed? Some of them are very powerful now. Very wealthy. Family fortunes built on the foundation of their grandparents’ successful fraud.”

“But that was almost a hundred years ago—”

“Family reputation doesn’t age, Mei. Neither does immigration law. If those records became public, people would lose everything. Citizenship could be revoked retroactively. Estates challenged. Political careers destroyed.” Lily’s expression was grim, carved from something harder than worry. “Whole family trees built on lies would collapse. And the people at the top of those trees? They have resources. They have motivation. And they have a lot to lose.”

“So someone wants the book.”

“Someone wants it burned. Along with anyone who’s seen it.” Lily paused, let that sink in. “There’ve been three deaths in the last year. People connected to the Caldwell school or Lin Mei-Hua’s family. People who might have known about the encoded information. All ruled natural causes or accidents. But I don’t believe in that many coincidences.”

Mei’s tea had gone cold, forgotten. She couldn’t remember picking it up. “Mrs. Patterson,” she said. “She collapsed today. A few hours after seeing the book. She’s at Chinese Hospital right now.”

Lily went very still, the kind of stillness that preceded action. “Who’s Mrs. Patterson?”

“My student. One of my first. She saw the book this morning when I brought it to class. Recognized the numbers. Tried to warn me.” The words came faster now, spilling out like water from a broken dam. “She said her mother worked in immigration services in the twenties. She knew what the patterns meant. And then she collapsed at home and—”

“Is she dead?”

“No. In the hospital. But she’s stable, the doctors said—”

“The doctors don’t know what they’re looking for.” Lily was already typing on her phone, her fingers moving with practiced speed. “Which hospital?”

“Chinese Hospital. Room 304. But she’s being monitored, there are nurses—”

“That doesn’t matter if someone’s determined enough.” Lily’s face had gone pale under her foundation. She was staring at her phone screen, reading something that made her expression shift from concern to horror.

“What?” Mei demanded. “What is it?”

Lily turned the phone around, her hand trembling slightly.

A news alert, timestamp three minutes ago: Breaking: Patient found dead at Chinese Hospital. Investigation underway. No further details at this time.

No name. No details. Just that clinical, terrible announcement.

Mei grabbed the phone, read it again. Again. The words wouldn’t process, wouldn’t mean what they seemed to mean.

“It might not be her,” she heard herself say from very far away. “Could be anyone. The hospital has lots of patients. People die in hospitals all the time, that’s what they’re for—”

But Lily was already heading for the door, leaving her notebook and jacket, moving with the focused urgency of someone who’d done this before.

Mei followed, the bag with the book banging against her hip, her heart a drum in her chest beating time to a rhythm she didn’t understand. Outside, rain had started again properly now, not mist but real rain, turning the street into a river of headlights and neon reflection, the city becoming liquid and dangerous.

They ran.

Six blocks back to the hospital, Mei’s lungs screaming, her wet shoes losing traction on slick pavement. Lily was faster, pulling ahead, her journalist’s instinct driving her toward the story, toward confirmation of the pattern she’d been tracking for months.

The hospital entrance. Inside, where the air was warm and antiseptic. Third floor, the elevator impossibly slow, Mei’s reflection in the steel doors showing someone she didn’t recognize—hair plastered to her skull, eyes wild, face pale with something beyond fear.

The hallway to room 304 was crowded now. Police officers in uniform. Hospital security. Dr. Reyes standing with her arms wrapped around herself, face blank with shock or grief or professional failure.

“No,” Mei whispered. The word had no power, changed nothing.

Dr. Reyes turned. Saw her. And something in her expression broke, the professional composure crumbling to reveal raw emotion underneath.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and her voice cracked on the words. “I’m so sorry. I left for ten minutes. Just ten minutes to check on another patient. When I came back she was—”

The words stopped mattering.

Through the partially open door, Mei could see the hospital bed. The sheets pulled up over a face that was no longer Mrs. Patterson, that was just absence wearing her shape. The machines silent now, their purpose ended.

Gone.

The sweet woman who brought cookies and practiced chrysanthemums with patient determination. Who’d tried to warn Mei before it was too late. Who’d known the risk and tried to save someone she’d known for three years.

Dead.

Lily’s hand found Mei’s shoulder, gripping hard enough to hurt. “We need to go. Now.”

“But—”

“Now, Mei. Before they start asking questions you can’t answer. Before whoever did this realizes you were here.”

“She was murdered.” The certainty settled into Mei’s bones, cold and absolute as granite. “Someone killed her because she saw the book. Because she tried to warn me.”

“I know. Which means you’re next if you don’t disappear right now.” Lily was already pulling her toward the elevator, away from the police and security and Dr. Reyes’s broken expression. “Is there somewhere safe you can go? Somewhere they wouldn’t look?”

Mei’s mind was blank. White static where thoughts should be.

“Mei. Focus. We don’t have time for shock.”

“My apartment. Or the studio. I don’t—I don’t know anywhere else.” The admission felt pathetic, revealing how small her life was. Two places. That was it.

“Those are the first places they’ll check.” The elevator dinged, doors sliding open. They stepped inside. Lily hit the button for the ground floor, then another for the second floor, some strategy Mei didn’t understand. “Get off at two. Take the stairs down. Don’t go home. Don’t go to your studio. Don’t trust anyone who knows you.”

“Where do I go?”

“I’ll text you an address. A safe house. Give me two hours to set it up.” The elevator stopped. Second floor. Lily pushed Mei out with both hands. “And whatever you do, don’t let that book out of your sight. It’s evidence and leverage and the only reason they might want you alive.”

The doors closed, cutting off Lily’s face mid-expression.

Mei stood in the empty hallway, listening to her own breathing echo against institutional walls. Somewhere above, Mrs. Patterson’s body was growing cold, becoming evidence, becoming a crime scene. Somewhere in the city, someone who’d killed her was waiting for the next name on their list.

Mei Lin Chen, who’d bought a book at an auction and thought she’d found historical treasure.

Who’d found death instead.

She took the stairs down, her footsteps hollow on concrete. Emerged into an alley behind the hospital that smelled like garbage and rain and medical waste. The bag with the book seemed to pulse against her side, alive with all its buried secrets, all its encoded evidence of fraud and betrayal.

Above, the city’s lights blurred together in the rain. Below, the streets ran with water and old sins and the accumulated weight of lies that had survived for a hundred years.

And Mei ran too, toward a destination she didn’t know, carrying history that was trying to kill her.

The pattern had been set. The first stitch pulled tight.

Mrs. Patricia Patterson, dead in a hospital room while trying to protect a student she’d known for three years. Killed for seeing numbers hidden in the margins of an embroidery book.

The thread ran on toward darkness.

And there was no going back now.




Chapter 3

If Po Po could see her now, running through rain-soaked alleys with a bag clutched to her chest like stolen goods, she’d probably say something about karma. About how the past always catches up, no matter how fast you run or how far you think you’ve gone. About how you can’t escape what’s in your blood, what’s written in your bones.

Mei ducked under a fire escape, pressing herself against brick that smelled like mildew and old cooking grease, her breath coming in ragged gasps that echoed too loud in the narrow space. Her phone buzzed—finally—and she pulled it out with shaking hands, water dripping from her fingertips onto the screen.

Unknown number: 1847 Powell Street. Apartment 4B. Key under the mat. Don’t use your phone after this. —L

Then, seconds later, a second message that made her throat close: I’m sorry about Mrs. Patterson.

The words blurred. Mei blinked hard, shoved the phone in her pocket. Grief could wait. Grief was a luxury for people who weren’t being hunted through San Francisco’s alleys like animals.

Powell Street was twelve blocks away, cutting through North Beach toward Russian Hill. Mei kept to the alleys and side streets, avoiding the main arteries where cameras watched from every corner store and traffic light, their unblinking eyes recording everyone who passed. The rain had driven most people indoors, but she still felt exposed. Watched. Like crosshairs were tracking her through the downpour.

Every shadow could be someone waiting.

Every footstep behind her could be the last sound she’d hear before hands closed around her throat or a knife found her ribs.

She walked fast but not running—running drew attention, made you memorable, made witnesses notice and remember. Just another woman heading home through bad weather, nothing to see, nothing to remember. Her clothes were soaked through, cold fabric clinging to her skin. The bag with the book leaked water from the seams despite the silk wrapping, and she clutched it tighter, terrified of dropping it, of leaving evidence scattered across the pavement. She should have brought an umbrella. Should have worn better shoes. Should have done a thousand things differently, starting with never going to that damn auction in the first place.

But regret was as useless as grief right now.

Powell Street appeared through the rain, steep and lined with apartment buildings that had seen better decades—paint peeling, facades cracked, the kind of buildings that housed people who couldn’t afford anything better. 1847 was a narrow four-story structure with paint the color of old mustard and a front door that didn’t quite close properly, its frame warped by decades of San Francisco weather. No security cameras visible, at least not obvious ones. No obvious watchers.

Mei slipped inside, moving quickly.
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