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            The night air over Tung Chung Bay was thick and heavy, the kind that clung to the skin and slowed every breath. Zheng Yi Sao stood at the prow, her gaze sweeping the enemy line in the distance. The lanterns of the Qing and Portuguese ships bobbed faintly in the blackness, a constellation of patient malice. Somewhere out there, Sun Quanmou's mind was turning — she could feel it.

It began with a strange flicker at the far end of the blockade. At first, it could have been moonlight glancing off wet wood, but the glow grew warmer, wilder, until the shape of it resolved into an unnatural orange bloom. Another appeared beside it. Then another. Soon the horizon was alive with flames.

"They're not burning their own," Mei Lin murmured beside her, her voice steady but edged with dread.

"No," Zheng Yi Sao said. "They're sending them to us."

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1:

Born of the Water

[image: ]




The night Shi Yang was born, the air hung thick with the mingled scents of brine and woodsmoke, a haze drifting from the cooking fire on her family’s narrow boat. The moon was only a pale sliver above the mouth of the Tan River, its reflection quivering in the black water with every ripple from passing junks. Some said a child born on the water was destined to drift her whole life, untethered to the earth. Others muttered that such a birth, especially among the boat-dwelling Tanka, was more curse than blessing. Her mother, breathless and exhausted, cradled her close, ignoring the whispered superstitions. She named her Shi Yang — though even as the child’s first cries rose above the lapping tide, the women around her murmured alternate names, as if an extra word or syllable might better anchor her in this world.

It was said the Tanka people had no soil to call their own. Whether they were truly of that heritage, Shi Yang’s family lived as if they were — apart from the land, apart from the settled Han who looked down on them. Tanka were barred from many temples, forbidden to marry outside their own, and often treated as if the river itself had bred them strange. Markets might take their fish, but not their company. Villages might hire their hands for repairs, but never invite them to sit by the hearth. Shi Yang’s earliest years unfolded in this narrow, prejudiced border between need and disdain, where survival was a skill taught before walking.

Her world was small, a rocking cradle of planks and tarred rope, but it was alive with the scents and sounds that would imprint on her forever. The sharp tang of drying nets, their threads rough with salt. The creak of bamboo poles as they strained under the wind. The slap of water against the hull, each wave a reminder of the currents that decided one’s fortune. Even sleep came with motion; the water rocked her more gently than any cradle could. She learned to balance before she learned to run, toes curling against the shifting deck.

From an early age, Shi Yang’s eyes were always moving. She watched her father haggle with fishermen over the price of a catch, his voice calm but his gaze unyielding. She noticed how her mother measured every grain of rice before cooking, stretching meals without complaint. She listened to the sharper exchanges — men bargaining over who had the right to dock where, or whose net had drifted too far. These moments taught her more than any tutor could have: that value lay not in fairness, but in the story you told about what something was worth. She repeated their phrases in her mind until she could predict the moment when one side would give in.

It was in the market at Xinhui that she first tested her own tongue. She could not have been more than seven when she stepped between her father and a merchant who insisted the day’s fish were too small to fetch a decent price. The man ignored her at first, until she fixed him with the same steady look her father used. She told him the fish were not small — they were “delicate,” fit for the tables of those with refined tastes. Her father’s brow had risen slightly, but he said nothing. The merchant smirked, but he paid what she asked. That night, her father pressed a salted plum into her hand, the closest he came to praise.

Her closest companion through these years was Mei Lin, a girl from another family’s boat moored often alongside their own. Mei Lin was quick to laugh, with nimble fingers that could weave a rope knot faster than any boy. Together they explored the floating labyrinth of their moored community, climbing between boats like alley cats, ducking under tarps to eavesdrop on adult conversations. When storms swept the river and the wind howled against the sails, they would sit pressed together in the dim cabin, whispering stories about what lay beyond the horizon.

Danger found them more than once. Once, when they were nine, a drunk sailor staggered too close to Mei Lin on the dock, muttering something low and ugly. Shi Yang stepped between them without thinking, her small hand closing over a wooden pole used for pushing off boats. She raised it high, not as if she meant to strike, but with enough certainty that the man cursed and stumbled back. Mei Lin clutched her arm afterward, shaking, but Shi Yang only spat into the water and told her they would never let anyone push them aside.

This was the heart of their friendship: silent promises made in moments when the rest of the world turned hostile. They shared stolen bites of dried squid, patched each other’s torn tunics, and when one cried, the other stared at the river until the tears slowed. It was understood, though never said aloud, that whatever course the tides carried them on, their loyalty would not break.

As the years passed, Shi Yang’s gaze turned more often toward the open water. Junks with red sails sometimes passed far beyond the fishing lanes, their decks crowded with armed men and strange goods. Her parents told her to keep her eyes down, but she did not. She wondered about those crews, about what it meant to move freely without bending to dockside insults or market rejections. In the still moments of dawn, when the mist lay heavy on the river, she would imagine herself on a ship larger than any she had seen, her word carrying weight beyond the planks of their narrow boat.

Even then, long before anyone called her by the name history would remember, Shi Yang knew she would never settle into the quiet life expected of her. The water had given her breath, the currents had shaped her will, and the prejudice of those on land had sharpened her into something harder than they could see. One day, she promised herself, she would rise beyond the reach of the shore entirely — and when she did, no one would tell her what she was worth.
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​Chapter 2:

Floating Brothel
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The brothel boats were moored together in a loose crescent, their painted hulls faded from the sun but still dressed in the finery meant to lure the eye. Silk lanterns swayed in the humid breeze, their light shimmering across the rippling water like scattered coins. From a distance, the flotilla could have been mistaken for a small festival drifting upon the river. Up close, it was clear this was no place for celebration, but for transactions — each more complicated than the next.

Shi Yang had been sixteen when she first stepped onto one of these boats to work. By now, years later, the lacquered boards felt as familiar beneath her feet as the planks of her family’s own craft had once been. The air here was a dense mixture of perfume and sweat, of incense curling in thin ribbons above tables where men laughed too loudly or spoke in low, dangerous tones. She began, as most girls did, carrying bowls of rice wine between cramped tables, ducking her head but keeping her eyes open. The trick was to listen without seeming to, to know when a man’s words were an empty boast and when they were edged with truth.

The rooms below deck were stifling in the summer heat, the walls draped with embroidered cloths to hide the water-stained boards beneath. At night, the lanterns above swayed with the wind, casting shadows that shifted like eavesdroppers on the walls. Mei Lin worked alongside her, their duties overlapping more often than not. They shared quick glances across the crowded deck — sometimes warning, sometimes relief — and in those moments the noise of the place seemed to fade.

It did not take long for Shi Yang to see that the brothel’s true business was not pleasure, but power. The men who came were not only sailors; they were merchants, smugglers, hired swords, and occasionally, figures whose names were spoken in whispers even here. They came to drink and to touch, yes, but they also came to scheme. And if you knew how to listen — really listen — you could pull entire webs of influence from a single night’s conversations.

At first, her work was only to serve and to vanish, but Shi Yang began to move between the tables with more deliberate steps. She lingered just long enough for a man to register her presence, not long enough to provoke suspicion. She learned to pour wine slowly when she needed a moment more to hear the rest of a sentence, and to refill a cup at precisely the right moment to interrupt a brewing quarrel. The madam noticed, and so did the clients. Within a year, Shi Yang had graduated from carrying drinks to arranging the private meetings in the boat’s curtained rooms — choosing who sat with whom, and for how long.

It was dangerous work. A man denied what he thought he was owed might turn violent, but a man granted too much could become careless in ways that brought trouble to everyone. Shi Yang balanced them the way her father had balanced a boat in rough currents — shifting weight with a word, changing course with a glance. Mei Lin worried. “You speak to them as if you’ve nothing to fear,” she whispered one night, after Shi Yang had turned away a drunken smuggler with nothing more than a laugh and a hand on his arm. “One day, you’ll meet the wrong man.”

The wrong man came sooner than either expected. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with the heavy hands of someone used to ending arguments with a single blow. His voice was quiet, but it carried the weight of command. He asked for Mei Lin, sight unseen, and the request was not a request at all. Shi Yang had seen the way his gaze slid over the girls as if choosing which he would break first. Mei Lin’s face paled, and Shi Yang stepped forward before her friend could speak.

“You don’t want her,” she said, her tone smooth, not confrontational. The man’s eyes narrowed.

“Oh? And why not?”

Shi Yang smiled faintly, tilting her head just enough to catch the light of the lantern. “Because there is a girl on the next boat who has information you need. The one with the scar under her chin. She hears things from men who’ve sailed to Batavia and further. You’ve been looking for new routes, haven’t you?”

The man’s stare sharpened, and for a moment she thought she had misjudged. Then he leaned back and grunted, a short, sharp sound of reluctant interest. “You know too much,” he muttered, and stood. He left without touching Mei Lin. That night, her friend clung to her longer than usual, the silence between them heavy with the knowledge that such danger would come again.

In time, Shi Yang’s reputation spread beyond the flotilla. Men spoke of her ability to match buyer and seller, ally and conspirator, without anyone realizing she had steered the conversation. Rumors claimed she could talk her way past knife points and secure payment from men who never intended to part with their coin. Some said she had connections that reached from the Pearl River Delta into the halls of Guangzhou’s merchant guilds; others whispered that she dealt in information as much as flesh, selling secrets to the highest bidder.

None of it was proven, but none of it needed to be. In this world, the idea that she could reach that far was power enough. Yet behind every deal and every dangerous smile, the same bitter truth lingered: this was still the river’s edge, still a place where a woman’s worth was weighed in someone else’s hands. Shi Yang could play the game better than most, but she knew the game itself was stacked against her.

Some nights, when the wind rattled the lanterns and the water slapped against the hull, she would sit with Mei Lin at the stern of the boat, away from the noise. They would watch the faint lights of the shore, the distant shapes of larger ships moving toward seas they might never see. Mei Lin would sigh and say she wanted nothing more than to live quietly, safe from the reach of dangerous men. Shi Yang would not answer. In her silence, there was the shape of a promise, one she had no intention of breaking, that her life would never be quiet at all.
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​Chapter 3:

Chosen
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The night Zheng Yi first came to the brothel flotilla, the lantern light seemed to shift with his arrival, as though the river itself bent to watch him pass. He stepped onto the narrow gangplank with the ease of a man who had spent his life moving over treacherous footing, his boots silent against the damp wood. The air carried the faint metallic tang of the sea, clinging to his clothes alongside the salt-stiff edges of the silk sash tied at his waist.

He was taller than most men in the room, his shoulders broad beneath a weather-worn coat that had once been a rich crimson but had faded to the color of dried blood. A thin scar traced a pale line along his jaw, disappearing into the shadow of his beard. Another, deeper and more jagged, vanished beneath the open collar of his tunic, suggesting a story never told in full. His black hair was drawn back and bound with a strip of cloth, but loose strands escaped to frame his face. His eyes were dark and sharp, the gaze of a man who measured everything and everyone before taking the next step.

When he entered the main deck, the noise softened. Conversations lowered without anyone being told to hush, and those who had been leaning comfortably in their chairs sat straighter. Shi Yang saw it at once — the power that required no announcement, the authority carved into a man by years at sea. She also saw the subtle flicker of curiosity in his expression when their eyes met.

“Wine,” he said, not looking at the girl who moved to serve him, but at Shi Yang across the room. The choice was deliberate. She crossed the deck with the practiced grace of someone who could navigate any current, the jug steady in her hands.

“You’ve been away from the river,” she said as she poured.

His mouth curved slightly. “And you can tell that from the way I sit?”

“From the way you watch,” she replied, meeting his gaze. “You’re looking for someone, not something.”

He laughed, low and genuine, though his eyes never softened. “And what if I am?”

“Then I’ll decide whether to tell you where they are,” she said, setting the cup in front of him without spilling a drop.

It was a verbal duel disguised as small talk, and both knew it. He tested her with questions that seemed harmless — about the tide, the weather, the latest cargoes in port — but each was edged with deeper intent. She answered in ways that gave him what he wanted without surrendering control. When the conversation ended, neither had yielded ground, and in that stalemate, respect had taken root.

Within weeks, Zheng Yi made his intentions plain. The proposal was not made with flowers or poetry but with the calm certainty of a man accustomed to having his offers accepted. Yet Shi Yang understood at once that this was more than marriage. It was an alliance. Zheng Yi commanded one of the largest pirate fleets in the South China Sea, his lineage stretching back to Ming dynasty corsairs. She brought something less visible but no less valuable — the ability to manage men who lived by violence, to negotiate in rooms where steel lay only a heartbeat away from being drawn.
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